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Abstract
In the wake of global climate change anthropological work in Indigenous contexts
has focused on crisis intervention. Well-intentioned scholarship has emphasized how
climate change disproportionately affects Indigenous communities but in the process has
also erased Native voice and agency—deleting them from the future all together. In this
dissertation I argue that ecological revitalization projects by tribes, Women’s Water
Walks from the ceremonial Midéwiwin Lodge, and Indigenous science fiction media
together constitute “Neshnabé futurisms” that challenge or disrupt these dominant
narratives. Neshnabé futurisms guide Native American ecologists, theorists, and activists
in the Great Lakes region in mitigating and surviving ecological destruction of their
homelands—destruction caused by climate change and controversial developmental

v

undertakings like oil pipelines and hydraulic fracturing. The multiplicity of potential
futures imagined and enacted by Neshnabé traditional knowledge and prophesy as
observed in Indigenous-made science fiction, eco-politics leveraged by Women’s Water
Walks, and ecological revitalization projects on and near tribal lands in the Great Lakes
region map imagined landscapes of possibility. These alternative futures depart from the
versions of the future posited by settler society in which Indigenous communities are
vulnerable, helpless or completely irrelevant. More than just revitalizing traditional
cultural knowledge, resisting controversial environmental issues, or revitalizing
ecologies, these actions when taken together, form unique versions of alternative futures
which position Indigenous peoples at the center as active agents shaping their shared
futures.
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A Note on Language
In this dissertation, I apply Bodwéwadmimwen (Potawatomi language) words and
phrases1 to prose and summaries of participant observation notes. This assists in
anthropological theorization.2 I use the established orthography and writing system
espoused by the Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians, a federally recognized Native
American tribe located in southwest Michigan and Northern Indiana. The first time I
introduce a Potawatomi phrase in the main body of the text, I translate it to English as
well as provide a link (in the electronic version of this dissertation) to an audio recording
of the word when one is available. This helps with pronunciation and connects readers to
the auditory intimacy of the Potawatomi language.3
In nearly all instances I use the Potawatomi spelling for a word or phrase instead
of the Odawa or the more popular Ojibwe spellings. All three languages are closely
related as they are grouped under the larger Algonquian language family. There are also
important differences between them, however. The only time I use the Ojibwe spelling
instead of Potawatomi is in “Midéwiwin,” because I am referring specifically to the

1

See Appendix A for a select list of words.
This dissertation, however, is not a study on discourse analysis.
3
For more information on the Potawatomi language, see the online dictionary at
www.wiwkwebthegen.com/dictionary.
2
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Midéwiwin Three Fires Lodge in Bad River Wisconsin. Midéwiwin is the official
spelling of their organization. The Bad River Band of Lake Superior Chippewa Indians
(an Ojibwe community) also spells it in the Ojibwe form. In Potawatomi the word is
spelled, “Mdwéwen” which refers to the sound an instrument makes. In the case of the
Mdwéwen or Midéwiwin Society, there is an implied reference within the structure of the
word to the sound the ceremonial Little Boy Water Drum makes when played.
Finally, the reader will note that Anishinaabé (Anishinaabék, plural) and
Neshnabé (Neshnabék, plural) are used somewhat interchangeably. While very similar
and, indeed meaning the same thing, Anishinaabé is the more common Ojibwe spelling
for “the true humans” or “the original people” while Neshnabé is the Potawatomi
spelling. I use the Potawatomi spelling most often, while Anishinaabé is used for tribal
affiliations spelled as such or when used in quotations by another person.
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Cultural Note
Nmedoshé: little spirit;
derives from mnedo (spirit,
but one that has never lived
as a human) or “Entity that
goes about causing change”
In Neshnabé cosmology ceremony, bundle items used to conduct ceremony, and
even stories, are seen to be animate beings in certain contexts. As a result, they must be
protected like one would protect their family members. For this reason, there are
protocols of secrecy and humility in how, when, or if one shares knowledge. Because of
the important work that Neshnabé ceremonial leaders are doing in reclaiming space and
place in the Great Lakes region by revitalizing ecologies and resisting controversial
natural resource management projects, it was necessary to describe the basic purpose
behind some forms of ceremony. However, ceremonies, bundle items, and the traditional
stories and teachings that accompany these ceremonies are privileged knowledge. It was
not and will never be my goal to explore these teachings to serve anthropology or the
academy more broadly. As a Neshnabé researcher, I believe it is important to respect the
integrity of those teachings. So, I am at times intentionally vague about certain aspects of
ceremonial doings. However, I respect the role that this ceremonial knowledge and the
political work that activists and Indigenous ecologists are doing enough to explore it with
the detail and attention that scholarly work deserves.
On a related note, there are also restrictions on speaking the names of spirit beings
out loud. Multi-species ethnographies already investigate the dialectical relationships
between humans and other-than-humans. This dissertation does the same, but with the
inclusion of “mythical” beings such as: Bgëthnėnė (he/she who lives naturally, bigfoot-
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like being), pa’is (little people, spiritual entity), mémégwési (one whose face swings
[referring to their long beard], dwarf-like being), and windego (one who is thought of as
dirty, giant cannibal-like being). There are seasonal restrictions on talking about these
other-than-human relatives as well as telling certain stories that include them. These
stories and teachings are reserved for the wintertime, or more specifically, when snow is
on the ground or as Michael Wassegijig Price (Anishinaabe) claims, when the
Wintermaker constellation is visible in the night sky (between the months of January to
March). This seasonal restriction is to prevent Neshnabék from attracting malevolent
beings or circumstances to occur as a result of “gossiping” about mnedowêk (spirit being,
plural). It is meant to protect Neshnabék from offending the spirits when they talk about
them. So, stories about them or those who use their names are only told when they aren’t
around: in wintertime. With that said, I also know that my ancestors made pictographs in
birch bark and on boulders which depict these spirits and cull up stories. These
pictographs don’t go away in the wintertime. They’re observable all year long. So, I
reasoned that while there were certain times of the year I would not be able to talk about
mnedowêk out loud, I should safely be able to write about them in this dissertation.
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Introduction

Figure 1 - “Nokomis Tends the Land with Waters in Hand” by Elizabeth LaPensée (Métis/Anishinaabé)

In Neshnabé4 cosmology—the cultural group and identity for which this research
is located and for which I identify—there are three parts to the Universe. There is the sky
world with sky beings such as the moon, stars, and thunderbirds; there is an underworld
sometimes represented by water, copper, and underwater lynx; and finally, there is the

4

The general Algonquian word for Indigenous peoples to the Great Lakes region--Miami, Potawatomi,
Ojibwe, Odawa, and many others. Anishinaabé is the Ojibwe spelling while Neshnabé is the Potawatomi
spelling. I will use the Potawatomi spelling in most cases. Both words are often translated as “the true
humans” or “original people,” but are more accurately translated as “those who were lowered down,”
referring to the origin story of Great Lakes Native peoples being lowered down from the Sky World.

1

realm humans occupy—Earth. All of these elements are included in the above work of art
by Métis/ Anishinaabé artist, Elizabeth LaPensée. Nokomis (Grandmother) is carrying a
copper pale of water next to a meandering stream. Nokomis is a Water Walker—an
activist from the Midéwiwin (Medicine) Lodge using ceremony and political
demonstration in order to call attention to various environmental issues related to water.
She does this by conducting women’s water ceremony, cleansing local waters through
prayer, cedar, and copper pails. She walks and prays for the water while carrying some in
her pail, finally pouring it into another body of water so that her prayers may ripple
throughout time and space. Also seen in the piece is a dark sky with hints of stars and the
Milky Way. The traditional Anishinaabé term for the Milky Way is jiibay kona (spirit
path) which also has an element of water, as it is believed that we travel across that path
in celestial canoes after we die. LaPensée’s work often tells complex stories with various
layers of significance from an Anishinaabé perspective.
In this case, her work incorporates all three realms of Anishinaabe cosmology:
The sky, Earth, and underworld. This dissertation is organized in the same way in order
to tell the story about how Indigenous communities are imagining and enacting the
future. Colloquially understood as artifacts of the past or discussed in terms of
“revitalizing” old ways, I instead make the argument that the Indigenous communities in
my research are not only contemporary, but also of the future. Through an investigation
of Indigenous science fiction (sky), ecological revitalization by Native American tribes
(Earth), and Water Walk protests from members of the Midéwiwin Lodge
(underworld/water), Indigenous communities are staking claims for their futures in the
Great Lakes region.

2

Traditional stories and prophecies, together with ecological revitalization and
political demonstrations, are what I argue forms of “Neshnabé futurisms.” These
politically multi-focal projects guide Native American ecologists, theorists, and political
activists in the Great Lakes region in mitigating and surviving ecological destruction of
their homelands—destruction caused by climate change and controversial developmental
undertakings such as oil pipelines and hydraulic fracturing (“hydro-fracking”). Through
participant observation in ceremonies and political demonstrations, conducting
interviews, and reviewing Indigenous-made science fiction media, this research authors a
new anthropological understanding of Indigenous futurisms.

Research Site
This dissertation is the result of ethnographic research conducted with Neshnabé
communities in the Great Lakes region of the United States between the years 2015-2019.
Neshnabék (plural) are Indigenous peoples whose traditional languages are grouped into
the Algonquian language family and whose diaspora includes Canada, the U.S., and even
Mexico, though Neshnabé traditional homelands are in the eastern coast and Great Lakes
regions. While it was necessary to travel to other Neshnabé communities in order to fully
investigate the issues in my research questions, most of the ethnographic research was
conducted with the Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians, the tribe in which I am an
enrolled citizen.

3

The Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians or Pokégnék5 Bodwéwadmik6 is a
federally recognized tribe located in southwestern Michigan and Northern Indiana. At the
time of European contact, specifically with the French in the mid-1600s, our traditional
lands (see map below) included western Michigan, along the southern shores of Lake
Michigan, and all the way up to central Wisconsin.

From Pékégen which means “rib” and refers to Leopold Pokagon.
From Bodwé or “he/she builds the fire” referring to the Bowéwadmik or “those who build or keep the
fire.”
5
6

4

Figure 2 - Traditional Potawatomi Homelands Map, Created by Author, 2019

This cartographic representation of Potawatomi homelands is limited, because European
contact is just a snapshot in time. Potawatomi peoples were moving around throughout
the northeast corridor and the Great Lakes before and after European contact. As a result,

5

cartographic maps which depict our “traditional homelands” are a single still frame from
our larger narrative. Our histories and areas of settlement span from the shores of the east
coast (New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, and Maine), through the Saint Lawrence Seaway, to
the south and the north of Mshigmé (“big body of water” referring to Lake Michigan) into
present-day Illinois, Wisconsin, and parts of Canada.
Traditional Potawatomi diaspora was organized along clan and familial lines.
Villages would travel seasonally, break off, or combine with other tribes depending on
the needs of the larger Indigenous community throughout the Great Lakes. We, the
Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians, are descendants of the Potawatomi, Odawa,
Ojibwe, and Miami individuals who resided within Leopold Pokagon’s villages in the
early 1800s, and who would later take on a singular Potawatomi identity. Leopold was a
notable leader, having been a young Ojibwe boy adopted by Potawatomi Chief Topinabe
in the late 1700s. Later in life, Leopold successfully negotiated a provision in the 1833
Treaty of Chicago that allowed some Neshnabé groups to stay in the Great Lakes region
during Removal7. Excluded from the 1934 Indian Reorganization Act due to lack of
funds (during the Great Depression), the Pokagon Band managed to sustain a cultural and
political identity. They held ceremonial and social gatherings, maintained a tribal council,
and fought for federal recognition or more accurately “federal reaffirmation” which
finally occurred in 1994. Today the Pokagon Band is part of the larger Potawatomi
Nation which includes four federally recognized Potawatomi Bands in Michigan8, one in

7

Referring to the time period just before the Indian Removal Act of 1830 when tribes were being pressured
to move from their original homelands by American squatters and Frontiersmen to the years following the
Act as groups were forced by the U.S. militia to move.
8
Match-e-be-nash-she-wish Band of Pottawatomi Indians, formerly known as Gun Lake Band,
Nottawaseppi Huron Band of Potawatomi, Hannahville Indian Community, and the Pokagon Band.

6

Wisconsin9, one in Kansas10, and one in Oklahoma11. The last two Bands are descendants
of those Potawatomi groups who were geographically furthest removed in the mid and
late 1800s, while the former Bands are those who were able to remain in or near our
original homelands, also known as Neshnabé ké. These seven Bands are what are usually
referred to as the Potawatomi Nation12 (Wetzel 2015).
Michigan or Mzhigénak in Potawatomi translates to “the place that has been clearcut.” Though most folks cite the alternative Potawatomi word, Mshigmé or “big body of
water” as the origin of the state’s name. In my fieldwork, however, I found that some
elders from the Forest County Potawatomi tribe in Wisconsin insist that Mzhigénak
embodies the very real lived histories of violent resource extraction that shaped and
scarred the Great Lakes landscape in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. While it is
not my aim to conduct a thorough spacio-linguistic analysis and determine the etymology
of place names in the Great Lakes (for a decent source on this, see Ivan Walton’s 1955
article, “Indian Place Names in Michigan”), as will be shown throughout this dissertation,
the stories attached to these names are meaningful in the minds of the participants whom
I interviewed. This informed the major axioms of my research questions which centered
on:
● In what ways do Neshnabé peoples articulate traditional cultural knowledge in
contemporary environmental issues?

9

Forest County Potawatomi.
Prairie Band Potawatomi.
11
Citizen Band Potawatomi.
12
Though there are other communities in Canada and even on the US-Mexico border which have
descendants of Potawatomi groups who fled during the 1800s such as Wasauksing First Nation, Walpole
Island First Nation, and Sault Ste. Marie Tribe of Chippewa Indians.
10
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● How do tribes in the Great Lakes region understand their processes of reclaiming
ceremonial, political, and social relationships to place in the context of global climate
change?
The answers to these questions were ensconced in deep meditations of
Anishinaabé cosmology and “poetics of dwelling” (Heidegger 1971). The ties that bind
these multi-sited environmental movements and ecological revitalization projects were
part of a larger theoretical focus on “Indigenous futurisms” (Dillon 2012). Baudemann
(2016) defines Indigenous futurisms as “Indigenous storying about the future” (117). His
work, like many others on Indigenous science fiction and futurisms, has focused on film
and art. However, the above research questions culminated in everyday contexts in what I
identify as “Neshnabé futurisms,” or the traditional prophetic stories, present-day
ecological revitalization projects, and ceremonial political demonstrations by Midéwiwin
Women’s Water Walkers.
In the early 2010s, the Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians began doing
Women’s Water Walks after visitors from another Neshnabé community passed by
Pokagon lands. These visitors were en route to walk the entire circumference of all five
Great Lakes to bring attention to issues of pollution and harmful resource extraction
affecting the water. These walks were informed by Midéwiwin teachings about women’s
responsibility to protect water. At the same time, the Pokagon Band was investing in
revitalizing ecologies in and near tribal lands in southwest Michigan. But these
contemporary articulations of ecological revitalization are also informed by a long history
of Indigenous disenfranchisement from the environment.

8

Since at least the early 1800s, many Neshnabék stood witness to the
unprecedented ecological, political, and social changes occurring around them. For
Native American communities in the Great Lakes region, the nineteenth century was
defined by the end of European alliances and the beginning of American expansion into
their territories. The Potawatomi established successful trade relationships with the
French during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and later with the British in the
early nineteenth century. But, following Pontiac’s Rebellion, Tecumseh’s Rebellion, and
the War of 1812, the Americans, unlike the French or the British, were not as interested
in trade with the Great Lakes Native communities as they were with their land and
resources (Secunda 2008). As a result, extreme dispossession contextualized the Native
experience during the late 1800s. A denial of the important roles that Native Americans
played in European and American history, their removal west, environmental
clearcutting, archeological destruction, and Native American grave-robbing also
occurred. Traditional Potawatomi place names were overwritten by foreign English
language ones, and sometimes even invented Indian sounding ones (Walton 1955).
Today the Great Lakes region of the United States is undergoing adverse
ecological regime shifts (Walker and Salt 2012) particularly in riverine ecologies and
forests (Frieswyk and Zedler 2007; Nicholls 2011; US Department of Agriculture 2009).
These transformations have been provoked by a multitude of complex historical and
contemporary factors, but disproportionately affect the ceremonial and political spaces of
Native American tribes in the region. This disproportion is due, in part, to unequal
protection of Indigenous sacred sites (Busingye and Keim 2009; Gonzalez and CookLynn 1999), the destruction of ecologies where traditional foods have historically grown

9

(Jijak Foundation 2015), and because Indigenous communities typically live in
“expendable” rural areas, vulnerable to pollution and large extraction projects (Hall and
Fenelon 2009; LaDuke 1999). Beginning in the nineteenth century American settlers in
Michigan used reckless terra-forming practices such as the straightening of watersheds to
assist production in the logging industry (Sedell et al. 1991; Whitney 1987). These
practices facilitated capitalist growth, yet resulted in the unnatural manipulation,
degradation, and exploitation of the natural environment (Sparhawk and Brush 1929).
More recently, a record number of hydro-fracking proposals have been submitted to the
state of Michigan (Sierra Club 2014). If these proposals are accepted by the state, they
will result in the proliferation of a controversial resource extraction method that threatens
to pollute water tables and cause severe health issues among residents, many of whom are
Indigenous minorities (Manthos 2013).
In response to these issues in the Great Lakes region, tribal communities such as
the Bad River Band of Lake Superior Chippewa Tribe in Wisconsin, as well as the Lac
Vieux Desert Band of Lake Superior Chippewa Indians, The Gun Lake Band of
Potawatomi Indians, and the Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians in Michigan, are
coordinating and engaging in political mobilization and ecological revitalization projects.
Some examples of these initiatives include Neshnabé Women’s Water Walks which stem
from one of the ceremonial Midéwiwin Society Lodge (Three Fires) in Wisconsin
(McGregor 2008), as well as the re-meandering of local watersheds (Cass County
Conservation District 2002) and the revitalization of wild rice in Michigan (Jijak
Foundation 2015). Neshnabékwéwêk (Neshnabé women) are using ceremonial Water
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Walks to both heal contaminated waters and publicly expose instances of pollution and
hydro-fracking in the Great Lakes region.
Initiated by elders from the Midéwiwin Lodge in 2003, Water Walks are
ceremonial long walks beginning in the spring of every year. They occur along the
shorelines of the Great Lakes and can last several months (Mother Earth Water Walk
2015). In the case of Lake Michigan, a Water Walk is 1,640 miles; however, some Water
Walks are shorter—approximately fifteen miles—and occur along smaller watersheds
such as the Dowagiac River in southwestern Michigan near the Pokagon Potawatomi
reservation (Pokégnek Bodéwadmik 2016). This research was originally inspired by the
ways in which Water Walkers may be leveraging themselves politically while revitalizing
their relationships to places from which they have previously been dispossessed through
removal and ecological destruction. While commonly understood as just a religious
practice, Midés (members of the Midéwiwin Society) use Water Walks to blur the lines
between ceremonial and political spaces and reclaim their communities’ sovereign rights
over the well-being of their traditional homelands.
After conducting ethnographic research, however, I realized that the work of these
Water Walkers and the work of tribal governments in revitalizing ecologies were
enacting an alternative vision for the future challenging those of mainstream society. It
wasn’t until I saw the work of Anishinaabé artists such as Elizabeth LaPensée and
Neshnabé science fiction films like Wakening (2013), making direct connections between
traditional ecological knowledge, science fiction, and the future, that I realized how
important Neshnabé futurisms is for understanding my ethnographic data. I came to
understand that doing Water Walks, remeandering rivers, and revitalizing wild rice was
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no longer about protesting environmental issues or cultural/ecological revitalization, but
more importantly about Indigenizing the future.

History of Ethnographic Research and Brief Literature Review
My research is situated within a matrix of works on the Pokagon Band, also
known as the Catholic Potawatomi from the Saint Joseph River Valley as well as The
Potawatomi Indian Nation, Inc. (PINI). These works include local histories, contracted
ethnographies13, and newer scholarship. American historians of seventeenth and
eighteenth century inter-tribal warfare and European imperialism in the Great Lakes
(Clifton 1984; Edmunds 1978; Secunda 2008, White 1991), as well as ethnohistorians of
Pokagon political history (Claspy 1966) and ethnographers of Potawatomi nationalism,
(Wetzel 2015) have all researched Potawatomi peoples. More recent research investigates
the ways in which Pokagon Potawatomi identity has been narrated, co-constructed, and
reclaimed by Pokagons through urban experience and the reclamation of space and place
in Chicago (Low 2016). Cary Miller (2010) explores religious political authority in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries--with many leaders being women from the
Midéwiwin Society who have been omitted from official understandings of Neshnabé
culture and history. Ruth Landes (1970) conducted ethnographic research with removed
Potawatomi people in Kansas in the mid-1930s which included rich explanations of
Midéwiwin religious politics. Similarly, Thomas Vennum, Jr. (1982) conducted research
on the “Ojibwa Dance Drum” also known as the Midéwiwin water drum. Yet, there is

13

Specifically, James Clifton (1984) for expert witness during federal recognition applications.
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little understanding of how present-day Indigenous ceremonial leaders may be using the
Midéwiwin Society as an effective political strategy to address contemporary
environmental issues in a larger effort to revitalize social relationships with respect to
place from which they have been dispossessed.
Departing from traditional ethnographies conducted within previously defined
boundaries of communities per se (i.e. geographic boundaries, citizenship, racial terms,
etc.), this research employs archival research, ethnohistory, literature, and media studies,
in addition to ethnographic methods such as interviews and observation, to understand
the unique historical and political contexts which Neshnabé peoples navigate to create
their everyday lives in the context of overwhelming climate change. For the Great Lakes,
climate change manifests in the disappearance of traditional food sources, drinking water
contamination, and deforestation. Drawing on the anthropology of space and place
(Appadurai 1988; Basso 1996; Biolsi 2005; Carter, Donald, and Squires 1993; Casey
2009; Gupta 1997; Low 2000), the anthropology of knowledge production (Bastien 2004;
Boyer 2005; Cajete 2000; Crick 1982; Kimmerer 2013; Whyte In Press), and critical
Indigenous studies (Denzin and Lincoln 2008; Turner 2006; Wolfe 2006), this research
investigates Indigenous political cosmologies and conceptions of the future.
Throughout my research and writing, I recognized that the most fruitful, enticing,
and ethnographically provocative findings came as a result of critically following through
on ideas and recurring themes that were important to the individuals I interviewed, rather
than tribal affiliation, one’s job title, or participants’ geographic location alone. For
example, concerns with climate change as understood by Neshnabé peoples are
inextricably informed by Native science (also known as traditional knowledge),
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prophecies, and by extension, conceptions of the future as depicted in Indigenous science
fiction film, literature, and art. Instead of restricting interviews to my limited
understanding of Indigenous ecological management strategies, traditional knowledge,
stories, etc., I privileged the vortices of thought traveled through time and space to be
shared in the words of those I met or got to know better. Stated better, interviews about
climate change and political movements easily and appropriately ended in conversations
about other-than-human beings who inhabit our world, known as mnedo or spirit beings,
their roles in addressing climate change, and how to understand Neshnabék imaginations
of not “the” singular future, but a multiplicity of Indigenous futures. This understanding
developed not just through interviews, but by consuming a diversity of Indigenous-made
media like film, literature, and art.
As a result of these unforeseen epistemological connections in Neshnabé
worldview, the anthropology of knowledge production (Bastien 2004; Boyer 2005;
Cajete 2000; Crick 1982; Kimmerer 2013) is an important theoretical tradition for
understanding the data in this dissertation research. The anthropology of knowledge
production frames research regarding Indigenous knowledge about the environment,
showing how knowledge is inherently linked to power and subject formation (Foucault
1980; Ortner 2005; Weiler 2009; Wolf 1999). This body of theory critiques the
assumption that scientific inquiry is superior to other knowledge systems, a way of
thinking that is ideologically “scientistic” rather than empirically “scientific,” by pointing
to the ways in which knowledge systems are historically situated and politically
deployed. The anthropology of knowledge production thusly affirms traditional
knowledge systems used by Native intellectuals, artists, and activists in my research,
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highlights the empirical and analytic strengths and achievements of those knowledge
systems, and opposes its exploitation and bastardization of traditional knowledge
systems by ideologies that assert the dominance of knowledge systems such as Western
science (Atalay 2012; Busingye and Keim 2009; Rappaport 2008).
The anthropology of knowledge production also provides a lens to understand
natural resource management (NRM) consultation processes that have emerged as arenas
of conflict at my research site. In fact, Indigenous environmental activists often
begrudged systems and protocols which were designed to help protect the environment,
because they usually failed to do just that. Section 106 of the National Historic
Preservation Act (NHPA) of 1966 and the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) of
1969 are policies legislated by the U.S. Federal Government and are intended to institute
multi-vocal consultation and outreach requirements for proposed natural resource
management projects. The anthropology of knowledge production, however, critiques
these multi-vocal consultation requirements for their routine inability to address
Indigenous concerns (Atalay 2012; Hudgins and Poole 2014; Middleton 2013). My
research builds on the scholarship of knowledge production by investigating the ways in
which tribes use traditional knowledge systems to reclaim territorial and political space
outside of inadequate state-mandated consultation requirements. While there is new
research about Potawatomi peoples reclaiming traditional knowledge (Kimmerer 2013;
Whyte In Press), my research agenda advances this body of theory by investigating how
Neshnabék communities experience environmental inequality and utilize traditional
knowledge systems specifically in ecological revitalization projects to stop environmental
degradation of their traditional homelands.
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The anthropology of space and place offers a theoretical framework for
understanding how Neshnabé Women’s Water Walks, and tribal ecological restoration
projects are used to reclaim political spaces and territorial places. While the anthropology
of space and place has often been used to investigate processes of Indigenous identity
formations (Basso 1996) even for Potawatomi peoples specifically (Low 2016), I take an
approach similar to Miller’s (2010) and Willow’s (2012), who both effectively use the
anthropology of space and place to understand the history of environmental issues in
Neshnabé ké—defined previously as Potawatomi homeland. Anthropology’s approach to
environmental activism reveals that climate change, deforestation, pollution, and other
environmental regime shifts are experienced differently according to race (Bullard 1993;
Milton 1996; Parajuli 1996; Soja 2010). Anthropologists have also examined how
subaltern groups such as Indigenous communities become actors at the forefront of
crucial environmental movements around the world (Ari 2014; Cepek 2012; Escobar
1997; Hall and Fenelon 2009; Niezen 2008). Advancing this academic discussion, this
dissertation explores environmental issues in the Great Lakes region framed by the
literature of the anthropology of space and place. This orientation leads me to conclude
that Women’s Water Walks and ecological revitalization projects on tribal lands are
important forms of activism that help Neshnabé tribes reclaim both territorial and
political space. At the same time, this body of theory maps the social relationships
Indigenous peoples have to specific places (Ingold 2008) and perspectives of experience
(Tuan 1977).
Conversely, this theoretical paradigm is, at the same time, critiqued for
reinforcing the “spatial incarceration” of the communities anthropologists study and not
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taking a broad enough approach (Appadurai 1988; Gupta 1997).14 Drawing from ideas
about behavior and the built environment, anthropologies of space and place can be
overly deterministic and envelop concepts like disciplined places and structures of
sociality (Bourdieu 1977; Foucault 1995). For example, Low (2000) argues that space
encapsulates class struggle and other forms of protest in the urban plaza. Yet, by viewing
valid political activity as those actions which are organized solely in urban public spaces,
this case study dismisses an array of other important political processes, desires, and
activities that happen in peripheral spaces (Biolsi 2005; Scott 1990). Intervening in this
body of theory, my findings as a result of participating in Water Walks note that political
action is not only coordinated in singular public places but also in spatially noncontinuous phenomenological contexts and rural ceremonial spaces for Neshnabék. For
the communities included in my research, for example, political actions happen
simultaneously in the Midéwiwin Lodge, on Water Walks, and at ecological
revitalization sites on tribal lands, countering the idea that political actors are relegated to
particular territories and social, economic, and political spaces.
While Water Walkers work to increase the visibility of Indigenous issues, critical
Indigenous studies is credited with offering an academic space for Indigenous theorists to
understand settler colonialism and the multiplicity of ways in which it erases Native
presence. The discipline best contextualizes how and why Indigeneity is made irrelevant
to dominant politics. From the moment an Indigenous colleague of mine in my early
graduate career unapologetically exclaimed, “Indians are completely fucking irrelevant,”

14

I recall one of my first graduate classes in the history of ethnographic inquiry whereby the Professor
(who also happens to be the Chair of this Dissertation) challenged us to see islands as a theme by which
anthropologists limited and defined the concept of communities in the past.
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I’ve been increasingly more aware how right she was. What she meant was that even
when well-intentioned individuals who believe their politics and values ally with
underrepresented groups--ethnic minorities, differently abled individuals, women,
minority religious groups, and others--Indigeneity never quite makes the cut. This is
because while contemporary liberalism at times serves the needs of the aforementioned
groups, liberal multiculturalism shares a common ancestor with settler colonialism
(Povinelli 2002). This prevents a meaningful understanding, let alone the development of
politics that are beneficial to Indigenous peoples (Povinelli 2002). Instead, liberalmulticulturalism subsumes Indigenous sovereignty within a platform of ethnic equality.
For this reason, I used critical Indigenous anthropological research in my
fieldwork and analytical processes. It shows how Indigenous representational authority is
integral to sovereignty (Biolsi 2005; Hodgson 2011), the rights of Indigenous
communities to represent their own images (Dowell 2013; Singer 2001), histories
(Dunbar-Ortiz 2014), lived experiences (Menchú 2010), and traditional knowledge
systems (Cajete 2000). And it demonstrates how these articulations of sovereignty are
directly related to Indigenous peoples’ abilities to make important decisions about their
communities’ futures (Ascher, Steelman, and Healy 2010; Posey and Dutfield 1996;
Rifkin 2017) and the well-being of the environment (Cajete 1999) as tribal nations. These
forms of “visual sovereignty” (Raheja 2010), “knowledge sovereignty” (Whyte In Press),
and “temporal sovereignty” (Rifkin 2017) inform this ethnographic project to illustrate
the specific violences experienced by Indigenous peoples through structures of settler
colonialism (Povinelli 2002; Wolfe 2006) in the Great Lakes region. This research also
details how the exclusion of Indigenous communities is operationalized in Michigan
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through settler colonial regimes of environmental inequality and constructs a distinctive
experience for Indigenous peoples. To these ends, this project uses a critical Indigenous
studies approach (Denzin and Lincoln 2008; Turner 2006; Wolfe 2006) to establish an
anthropological framework for analyzing how the processes of Indigenous space and
place reclaiming may be accomplished through Water Walks, ecological revitalization
projects, and hopes for the future.

Methodology
In writing this dissertation, I came across a rare ethnographic text on the Prairie
Potawatomi People written by Ruth Landes in 1970 from research she conducted in
Kansas during the early 1930s. While I have previously recognized and articulated the
vast diaspora of Potawatomi peoples throughout the Great Lakes (traditional homelands),
into Kansas and Oklahoma (reservations established as a result of removal), and even up
into northeastern Canada, her provocative text further complicated my understanding of
our social ties within the larger Potawatomi nation. My Third Great grandfather, Tom
Topash, was her main informant. Tom and his late wife, Mary (she died quite young),
were born and raised their family in Dowagiac, Michigan. But after Mary died, Tom went
to live with the Prairie Potawatomi people, likely due to strong familial ties extant at that
time.15 Disrupting both the larger narrative of Potawatomi conversion to Christianity as
well as the familial one I grew up with, Tom was staunchly Midéwiwin--explained within
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I found out much later in this dissertation project (post research phase and halfway through writing) that
rumor has it that Tom embezzled money from the Pokagon tribe in some way. I did not investigate this,
because it was much too late in this project to do so, and it didn’t make any meaningful contributions to my
research questions.
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Landes’ larger explanation of religious politics in her ethnography. As will be explained,
beyond ethnographic data gleaned from her scholarship, I realized as a result of my
family’s geographic transience just how problematic it is to develop ethnographic
inclusion criteria based on tribal affiliation alone.
Similar to the complexities of tribal affiliation, there are no clean lines defining
what is and what is not Potawatomi culture. Whether anthropologists attempt to define
(essentialize) or expand ideas about the whole of a community’s identity through
observation and theorization, they’re engaging in what James Elkin’s (2002) calls,
“mending the zeitgeist.”16 Georg Hegel (and those who later used his work) is responsible
for contemporary understandings of culture or zeitgeist which can be defined as the sum
of the shared norms, beliefs, and worldviews and the expressions of those components
through art, language, etc. of a community. But as Matthews (2016) eloquently explains
in her scholarly work with another Neshnabé community in Canada: “a more useful
cultural metaphor might be that of an Ojibwe archipelago (Comaroff and Comaroff
1992:31), islands of Ojibwe experience amidst a sea of what most native people think of
as ‘dominant culture’... Waves of European understanding and practice… wash the beach
of each unique Ojibwe reality.” (Matthews 2016:15).
While tribal affiliation and other “research subject” protocols are important for
identifying the appropriate individuals to interview in order to answer my research
questions, as an ethnographer, I travel back and forth between Neshnabé communities
identified as Potawatomi, Ojibwe, and Odawa (to name a few) in my interviews and
observations. My ancestors formed and strengthened their connections to one another and
16

Also see James Clifford’s (1988) The Predicament of Culture.
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had complex political organizations based upon their ability to travel the waterways of
the Great Lakes region. As a recent article on Great Lakes Indigenous ecology explains:
The distinct freshwater ecosystem of the Great Lakes… [as a] multi-species web
of relationships—an ecology crafted by Native Americans in the precontact era—
allowed for an impressive system of human movement when coupled with the
numerous waterways of the Laurentian17 watershed (Nelson 2019:2-3).
A such, I use the theoretical waterways where the relational threads—whether they be
familial, religious, or otherwise—are short, intimate, and appropriate to guide my
research travels, experiences, and interviews. Keeping with the metaphor of water, the
way I have come to understand my research methodology is through “washing upon the
shores” of Potawatomi experiences defined by social relationships to place. In George E.
Marcus’ (1995:99) pioneering article on multi-sited ethnography, he contextualizes this
(then) emerging methodological trend as the outcrop of world systems theory. He
explains that multi-sited ethnography is not an attempt to expand the limits of the field
site or even attempt to represent a larger holistic whole, but rather, multi-sited analysis
takes as a point of departure that any society or social context is “in/of the world.” As a
result, ethnography offers a unique opportunity to see how specific social processes are
realized in different spatial contexts through a common structural thread of experience.
As Mark-Anthony Falzon (2009:1-2) succinctly puts it, “The essence of multi-sited
research is to follow people, connections, associations, and relationships across space
(because they are substantially continuous but spatially non-contiguous).”
The ways in which Neshnabé people relate to each other, however, don’t completely
disregard traditional anthropological constructs either; i.e. clan, biological kinship or in
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Indeed, Chapter 1 includes a Potawatomi migration/origin story along the Saint Lawrence seaway.
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what tribe one is enrolled. For example, when meeting someone for the first time in the
Pokagon Band or someone from a nearby community, one will often ask “What’s your
last name? Who’s your family?” But the Neshnabé social worlds of relationality, as will
be explored throughout the entirety of this dissertation, are much more complicated and
exquisite. This is not to mention the blood politics of ancestry. For example, my
enrollment is with the Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians. I identify as Neshnabékwé18
(an Indian woman, Potawatomi spelling). Yet, I know that my very recent ancestors also
identified as having Potawatomi, Miami, and Grand River Band Odawa ancestry.19 As a
result, I did not draw artificial distinctions between research participants based on
enrollment alone.20
I conducted conventional ethnographic methods such as purposive and snowball
sampling strategies for open-ended and structured interviews, participant observation,
audio recording of interviews, and photo documentation. I completed eighteen audio
recorded semi-structured interviews with twenty individuals which have all been
completely transcribed except for one (participant preferred notes were taken instead). On
average, the interviews lasted 57.84 minutes. However, these compact and rich recorded
conversations are heavily informed by participant observation that lasted for 2 years (1.5
years of which was consecutive) while I lived on the Pokagon Band reservation full-time.
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a Potawatomi spelling of the more popular, Anishinaabé spelling, Ashinaabékwé, used by First Nations
and most Ojibwe peoples.
19
As evidenced by what my family had already told me as well as what I found in the Bureau of Indian
Affairs’ administrative files under the collection of the Mount Pleasant Indian Boarding School student
case files located at the National Archives in Chicago.
20
What is more, some tribal members have recently (within the past 10 years) switched their enrollment
from the Pokagon Band to another tribe that they have descendancy from and vice versa. We socialize,
work, and marry into other tribes all the time. So, inclusion criteria based on enrollment alone is restrictive
and unnecessary.
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Before beginning ethnographic research, my research agenda was approved by the
Pokagon Band Tribal Council in a Letter of Support. Geographically, my participant
observation, interviews, and archival research took me to:
●

Bad River, Wisconsin: For Midéwiwin summer ceremonies in June of 2016,

2017, and 2019;
●

Pokagon Band (mostly Dowagiac, Michigan): For sweat lodge ceremonies,

fasting camp, ricing camp, regalia class, general language class, Language Immersion
camp, archival research at the Pokagon Band archives, and most importantly, Women’s
Water Walks between 2015-2019;
●

Grand Rapids, Michigan: For a ricing workshop held by the Great Lakes

Lifeways Institute at the Goodwillie Environmental school for children; archival research
at the Grand Rapids Public Library (specifically with their Native American Oral History
Project published in the book, The Tree that Never Dies) between 2015-2019; And
finally,
●

Chicago, Illinois: For archival research at the National Archives (specifically with

the Mount Pleasant Industrial Boarding School student case files) in 2018 and 2019.
From December 2017 to August 2019, I also worked full time for the Pokagon
Band Department of Language and Culture in the Tribal Historic Preservation Office as
the tribe’s first Archivist. This meant, for better or for worse, my ethnographic research
was often related to my job duties. I was very careful not to compromise my research
with conflicts of interest. Anytime I wanted to interview someone, for example, it may
have been for the Pokagon band’s oral history project; but I would ask ahead of time if
this was information the interviewee would mind sharing with me for inclusion in my
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dissertation.21 Similarly, in June and July of 2017 I interned with the Pokagon Band
Department of Natural Resources (DNR) where I interviewed tribal members about their
experiences with climate change. This was done with the assistance of the temporary
contracted Climate Change Technician. When applicable, I would ask interviewees
before the interview began if they would allow me to take my own notes and use the
transcriptions in my dissertation work. All interviews were, of course, provided with
informed consent documents authorized by the University of New Mexico Institutional
Review Board. If I wanted to conduct an interview with questions and conversation
prompts specific to my dissertation needs and outside the scope of Pokagon Band
archives or DNR projects, I took time off work (on a day off or during an unpaid break)
to conduct the interview. Finally, all archival materials included in this dissertation from
the Pokagon Band were approved by the Department of Language and Culture Director,
Marcus Winchester.
The participants in this research included:
1)

Pokagon Band citizens and citizen employees

2)

non-citizen employees of the Pokagon Band government,

3)

Indigenous (mostly Neshnabé) environmental activists from the Three Fires

Midéwiwin Lodge in Bad River, Wisconsin as well as environmental activists from the
Lac Vieux Desert Band, the Gun Lake Band, the Pokagon Band in Michigan, and several
other Neshnabé communities from Canada,22

21

Followed by standard protocol of informed consent.
This seems extensive. But it isn’t. Anishinaabé groups travel great distances throughout the Great Lakes
on a regular basis for ceremonies and environmental political action. While the Three Fires Lodge is
located on Bad River Band of the Lake Superior Tribe of Chippewa Indians land, Midés of this lodge are
not necessary from Bad River. They travel to this site to conduct ceremony.
22
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4)

affiliates of the Gun Lake environmental organization, the Jijak Foundation,

5)

Neshnabé Midéwiwin ceremonial leaders, and finally

6)

Michigan non-tribal environmental organizations such as the Great Lakes

Lifeways Institute and the Goodwillie Environmental School.
Gottlieb (2006:55) and Morse (1994:230) suggest initial interviews to be broad,
so I began with open-ended interviews guided by general discussion prompts about local
ecology, environmental issues, traditional knowledge, and ceremony. Examples of
questions include: 1) What are some of the major environmental issues faced by tribes in
the Great Lakes region? And 2) What are some of your relationships to specific places in
Neshnabé ké (Potawatomi homeland)? Or How do you spend time outside? I analyzed
these initial interviews and from them developed more specific questions to guide
structured follow-up interviews. I recorded all interviews except for one (participant
refused) and made hand-written notes during each session when appropriate.
Some information provided by elders or presenters at certain events (such as a
traditional birthing presentation I went to and, of course, at Midéwiwin ceremonial
doings) was not culturally appropriate to be written or recorded. In my research I aim to
protect Indigenous sacred knowledge within the Midéwiwin Lodge and outside of it. As a
result, I do not write everything. Effectively explained by Indigenous scholars like Tuck
and Yang (2014) as well as Simpson (2014a), refusal in the research process does not
purport to record everything. Significantly departing from public domain ideologies of
knowledge production, refusal is attentive to the histories of extractive knowledge
production especially research conducted in Indigenous communities. As Tuck and Yang
(2014:225) state:
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Settler colonial knowledge is premised on frontiers; conquest, then, is an exercise
of the felt entitlement to transgress these limits. Refusal, and stances of refusal in
research, are attempts to place limits on conquest and the colonization of
knowledge by marking what is off limits, what is not up for grabs or discussion,
what is sacred, and what can’t be known.
So, at the conclusion of each research day I wrote edited personal reflections to
summarize my observations in my field notes to reframe sensitive cultural information as
well as concretize the subtle, easily forgotten, nuances of everyday research activities.
Because I grew not just as a scholar during this research process, but also spiritually as a
Potawatomi woman who received her Neshnabé name and fasted for the first time, this
dissertation and the experiences summarized herein are deeply personal, intimate, and
special to me. It was these experiences and the investigative routine of journaling which
led me to start a scrap book instead of a traditional field notebook. As creative
inspiration, questions, images, and nebulous insights formed in my mind, I found it
immensely useful to collect them in this way.
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Figure 3 - Pages from field notebook
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Figure 4 - Pages from field notebook

Native Anthropology
Anthropologists investigate relationships whether they are political, social,
ecological, etc. Entangled in what Clifford Geertz (1973) famously termed “webs of
significance,” anthropologists are an important part of the relationships they study. I
mentioned previously just how deeply personal this research has been for me. That is not
to say that other anthropological works are not as transformative for the researchers. Yet,
knowing that as a Pokagon woman, with a Pokagon life partner and son, I am necessarily
accountable to my community after the conclusion of this scholarship. The relationships
that began as a direct result of this research as well as those I built upon in the process
inform my everyday practices of being a Neshnabékwé.
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Being a tribal citizen afforded me some ease of access in the research process, but
due to the permanence of my relationships in my “field site,” I was often cautious about
my reputation. In other words, participants trusted me more than they would typically
trust a non-Native researcher for reasons that will be explained below. This made
explorations of controversial and secretive topics such as traditional knowledge and
stories more accessible. Nevertheless, my anxiety about being seen as someone who
extracts information from the community just to hastily publish in academic journals may
have affected my research processes in a multiplicity of ways. It’s possible that a
researcher from “outside of the community” may have drawn different conclusions than
mine.
While I am an enrolled citizen of the Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians, an
active participant in ceremonial and cultural doings in the larger Neshnabé community,
and have strong familial bonds with other Indigenous communities in the Great Lakes, I
am not unproblematically a “Native Anthropologist.” I didn’t grow up on my tribe’s
reservation; I grew up in New Jersey, but often made trips to my mother’s homes in
Michigan and Indiana for various tribal and family events. As a result, I am not as “in and
of” the Pokagon community as some of the tribal citizens are with whom I interviewed
and learned from in this dissertation. Therefore, it would be inaccurate to position myself
as a Native Anthropologist. I am seen as a member of the community and my extended
family is well-known. However, because I did not grow up on the reservation, I am
somewhat of a newcomer. Belonging, but not being intimately familiar with one’s
community since birth is a complexity that I don’t think will be fully understood even at
the conclusion of this dissertation. (This dissertation, after all, is not about me or identity
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per se.) But it is my home now. My son’s umbilical cord is buried here—a traditional
Potawatomi practice meant to literally “ground” individuals in their homeland. Indeed, I
plan to be buried here as well. There is no “leaving the research site.” My life is the site.
Furthermore, I also participated in two rites of passage during my research time: my first
fast, and receiving my Neshnabé noswen, my Indian name. Therefore, I would be remiss
to not reflect on the magnitude of Native anthropology, what it means, and how the
theoretical tradition has informed my work.
The term, Native anthropology is a convoluted idea with some scholarship being
more useful than others. In a basic sense, Takami Kuwayama (2003:8) defines Native
anthropology as an undertaking by an individual to represent their community from a
point of view stemming from that community, and usually in the community’s language.
So, the way that Native anthropology is generally understood significantly departs from
early notions of term—such as Native assistants employed by early anthropologists to
help the primary researchers navigate a community. According to Kuwayama’s (2003:8)
definition Native anthropology effectually challenges traditional anthropological power
dynamics and contexts of research. This is because Native anthropologists assume the
role of researcher, and not just the researched. The knowledge gained from Native
anthropological research also affords the conceptual and political space for confronting
long legacies of Eurocentrism and damaging hegemonic discourse about Indigenous
peoples. Taken together, the two critical Indigenous interventions: reclaiming Indigenous
representational authority and speaking against settler colonial nationalisms—
interventions partly inspired by Tuhiwai Smith’s seminal text, Decolonizing
Methodologies (1999)—produce a new Native anthropology centered on traditional
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knowledge systems, refined critiques of settler colonialism and a view toward social
justice.
Beginning in the early 2000s there was an explosion of innovative research being
published by Indigenous academics. This influx of quality analyses by a new generation
of Native intellectuals was and still is an important social movement with profound
consequences within and outside of the academy. These fresh perspectives and critical
frameworks culminated in a theoretical trend, now a well-established field of
interdisciplinary research, called critical Indigenous studies. While it would not have
been possible without the work of numerous Indigenous researchers over the course of
many years (not to mention the indoctrination of Native studies programs in many
universities), the most recent emergence of a critical Indigenous research methodologies
movement was largely influenced by Maori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999) in her
seminal text, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples. Her
booked established a theoretical foundation and served as an essential reference for much
of the critical Indigenous research published in the last decade and continues to be a
principal text as reflected in its more recent edition in 2012. Tuhiwai Smith’s book is
essentially a comprehensive critique of the legacies of Western knowledge production
that exploited Indigenous peoples and the structures of domination that we—Indigenous
and non-Indigenous— have all inherited. Even though anthropological research of at least
the past several decades became more reflexive and cognizant of larger relationships of
power within research contexts, Tuhiwai Smith’s interventions are unique, because she
addresses Indigenous peoples as researchers specifically instead of just as the objects of
research. In other words, Tuhiwai Smith, unlike many non-Indigenous researchers of the
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past, was not concerned with simply mitigating the damage of research, but instead
provoking a systemic change for the purpose of making research relevant and useful for
Indigenous peoples. Therefore, Decolonizing Methodologies is ostensibly a call to
reclaim Indigenous representational authority in research in ways that benefit our
communities. Tuhiwai Smith (1999:1) explains that research has always been constituent
of European imperialism and the colonization of Indigenous peoples across the globe. In
addition to giving credence to already racist assumptions about the biological mental
faculties and cultural fitness of Indigenous peoples, research, especially anthropological
research later lent to the construction of larger Western institutions that validate certain
“ways of knowing” about non-Western societies (1999:2). This resulted in the unfettered
accumulation of qualitative and quantitative data by researchers from Indigenous
communities, which were then deployed in ways that were not at all relevant or helpful to
the Indigenous peoples who provided it.
What is more, Tuhiwai Smith (1999) explains that as more and more “experts”
used their findings to pathologize Indigenous peoples, institutionalization in the form of
adverse judicial procedures, schools, and the welfare system substantially increased,
making it easier as point-of-entry conglomerates for “crisis research.” “Essentially,”
Tuhiwai Smith (1999:175) explains, “this has become crisis research, directed at
explaining the causes of Maori failure and supposedly solving Maori problems.”
Therefore, academic research is not an innocent endeavor, but one that is bound up and
buttressed by political interests and unequal relationships of power, none of which have
been beneficial to Indigenous peoples. On principal, Native anthropology opposes this
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exploitative legacy by privileging “indigenous concerns, indigenous practices and
indigenous participation as researchers and researched” (2012:111).
Tuhiwai Smith’s (1999) Decolonizing Methodologies inspired an Indigenous
methodologies movement as a new generation of Native researchers drew from her
interventions and productively responded to her “Indigenist” research agenda. Quoting
her directly, Mihesuah and Wilson (2004) evoke Tuhiwai Smith’s (2009:2) call to create
an Indigenous space at the university level, to “Indigenize the academy,” in order to carry
out research relevant and useful to Indigenous communities. This is a particularly salient
issue since academic gate-keeping such as cronyism is a pervasive way that research
continues to privilege certain assumptions about the world while dismissing or ignoring
others. Drawing from investigations on “adverse racism,” James (2004) explains that
even individuals in academia who consider themselves to be very accepting of other
groups and negate any discriminatory behavior on their part have shown in many cases to
contribute to informal gate-keeping practices. This is because structured forms of
favoritism which serve to maintain particular bureaucratic cultures and practices actually
serve to keep minority views and minority peoples out of positions of power (James
2004:53). Mihesuah and Wilson make a parallel argument stating that “While some
herald the need and appreciation for diversity in color and gender, they want conformity
in thought and action. They are surprised when we arrive and bring with us diversity of
thought, worldview, and values and then horrified when it affects our speech and action”
(Mihesuah and Wilson 2004:6).
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All this is not to say that I think my work is somehow morally superior just
because I’m an Indigenous woman doing work in my own community. But what this
literature on Native anthropology has done for me is make me question:
1. How will my research benefit my community and not just advance my career?
2. And in what ways can my privilege as a light-skinned, able-bodied cisgender
heterosexual person with an advanced degree work to leverage marginalized groups
within the unequal playing field of knowledge production at the university and
elsewhere?
While anthropological scholarship has productively led to new insights about the
political nature of research, influences from disciplines outside of anthropology have also
helped shape new perspectives and models of ethnographic inquiry. The interdisciplinary
field of critical Indigenous studies has influenced anthropology in many respects—from
faculty members serving as outside committee members for anthropology doctoral
students to ethnographic texts citing critical Indigenous publications. These examples, in
essence, are the nature of research, so, it is no surprise that critical Indigenous
frameworks are being productively used in anthropology to produce more nuanced
ethnographies. Indeed, Lea et al. (2006) submit that critical Indigenous studies can and
should “move” anthropology. They call for anthropologists to pivot their ethnographic
perspective to one that privileges relationality of Indigenous peoples and colonialism
(Lea et al. 2006:2). In Research is Ceremony Shawn Wilson (2008:22) calls for the same
thing in what he refers to as “relational accountability.” Wilson (2008:60) describes this
as an ethical approach—one which takes responsibility for the relationships that are
formed within research in ways that are relevant to the community where research is
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being conducted. One way to accomplish this is to center anthropological analysis away
from binarism such as traditional and modern or tribal and non-Native—binaries which
have obscured the complex political entanglements between these two groups or forces as
well as erased broader historical perspectives of Indigenous communities and settler
nation states (Lea et al. 2006:6).
Interventions about the nature of settler colonialism is one way that this is
accomplished. At the center of critical Indigenous frameworks is a crucial insight about
the structure of settler colonialism and how it affects Indigenous peoples in every aspect
of our lives. Any analysis within a critical Indigenous framework departs from an
understanding that settler colonialism is a structure of domination, not an event (Wolfe
1998). This is because Indigeneity occupies a subject position within a settler colonial
society. In other words, settler colonialism can be best understood in the ways that is it
different from colonialism. Both are oppressive regimes dovetailing with western
imperial expansion; however, as Lorenzo Veracini (2011:3) so thoroughly explains, they
have disentangled goals: colonialism is inherently exploitative, while settler colonialism
is inherently eliminatory. Explained differently, a colonial relationship entails the
exploitation of labor from subjects by way of slavery, indentured servitude, or other
circumstances which reinforce the unequal position of power between the colonizers and
the colonized (Veracini 2011:3). Settler colonialism, on the other hand, seeks to eliminate
Indigenous presence through genocide, assimilation, and overall apathetic attitudes and
policies toward Indigenous claims to land and resources in what Patrick Wolfe
(2006:387) calls, “the logic of elimination.”
Another important fixture of settler colonialism is its structural nature. For
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instance, a lay perspective of settler colonialism is understood in terms of its event-ness:
as in the colonial period, a genocidal moment, or even the colonial vernacular of
architecture. However, as Patrick Wolfe (2006:388) aptly points out, “invasion is a
structure not an event.” Indeed, it is “an inclusive, land-centered project that coordinates
a comprehensive range of agencies, from the metropolitan centre to the frontier
encampment, with a view to eliminating Indigenous societies” (Wolfe 2006:393). What
this means is that there is no end point. Settler colonialism did not happen, it is the
criterion on which contemporary Indian policy is constructed in addition to the
overwhelmingly problematic representations of Indigenous lives, our bodies, politics, and
perspectives. As such any Indigenous “futurisms” are foreclosed.

Futurisms
Ethnographers have always thought about Indigenous peoples in temporalizing
ways. Lewis Henry Morgan’s (1877) Ancient Society posited three stages of cultural
evolution from Savagery, Barbarism to Civilization. Placing human societies on a linear
scale, Native peoples in North America were seen as relics of the past—contemporary
groups of peoples living as one might expect Western peoples to have lived centuries
earlier. Of course, this was an inaccurate and racist hierarchy of organizing humanity that
anthropology has long since rejected. As the field of cultural anthropology developed in
the U.S., however, salvage ethnographic projects increased. These scholarly and political
projects aimed to collect and preserve linguistic and material culture from Indigenous
communities with the pervasive assumption that Native Americans would not exist in the
future. Despite decades of rigorous scholarship and an institutional rejection of
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understanding human diversity in terms of biological evolutionary principles, Indigenous
peoples are still affected by these problematic temporalizing theories.
Insolent ideas of “primitive” versus “modern” cultures would permeate peoples’
understanding of humanity for decades. As such, these dubious understandings of cultural
difference would legitimize policies aimed at “civilizing” Native American peoples. The
calamitous effects of policies of cultural genocide such as Native American boarding
schools and land theft as a result of policies like the Dawes Act of 1887 on Native
Americans cannot be overstated. Because much has been published on this topic, the
project of this dissertation is not to add to this important discussion. Rather, from the
perspective of an Indigenous anthropologist, I am interested in the ways in which the
concept of Indigenous futurisms has departed from projects typically framed by ideas
about cultural revitalization that are bound up with salvage anthropology. I am also
attentive to the ways that Indigenous futurisms have made new spaces for Indigenous
peoples’ in the future.
Indigenous futurisms is a conceptual rejection of theoretical, institutional, and
political projects which placed Indigenous peoples in the past or framed Indigenous
peoples as trying to rectify their place in the modern present. Still there were other
anthropologists interested in the ways that Indigenous thought about time and space
differed from the seemingly objective and quantifiable constructs of western culture
(Whorf 1950). Later, remarking on the plethora of new anthropological research on
religious movements with Native American communities, and some in Africa and Asia in
the 1940s and 50s, Anthony F. C. Wallace (1956:265) defined cultural revitalization as “a
deliberate, organized, conscious effort by members of a society to construct a more
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satisfying culture.” Ethnographies centered on refining an understanding of revitalization
in language (White 1962), religion (Mooney 1896), and even ecology (Vayda 1969)
added to the conceptual repertoire of contemporary anthropology in its arguably most
formative years in the U.S--post World War II. As a result, ethnographic data continues
to lend to this broad theoretical tradition in anthropology even today (see Ortiz 2017;
Wetzel 2015).
Indigenous futurisms are developed in concert with Indigenous histories in
particular places and politics of refusal (Simpson 2014a; Tuck and Yang 2014) to
harmful natural resource extraction projects such as pipelines and hydro-fracking. In her
analysis of the resistance movements by tribes and allies to stop the construction of the
Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL) at Standing Rock and beyond, Streeby (2018:41)
describes the water protectors’ various projects as “efforts [to] collectively imagine a
different future.” In other words, Indigenous futurisms imagine and mobilize projects to
actualize alternative futures from those of global warming, rising sea levels, polluted
water in the lakes, rivers, and aqueducts from oil pipelines and hydro-fracking.
But what of imaginations and speculations about the future? Because all
speculative fiction already imagines potential futures most commonly through literary
and visual works, Indigenous futurisms have also been understood through the multiple
lenses of Indigenous art, film-making, story-telling, and activism. Chapter 4 is dedicated
to exploring and theorizing Indigenous speculative or science fiction in relation to
futurisms, but for now, Indigenous futurisms has been defined by others as the creative
works and intellectual theorizations produced by Native peoples which imagine a
multiplicity of potential futures through wedding the latest scientific understandings with
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Indigenous traditional knowledge (Dillon 2012). This definition is not meant to reinforce
the dubious binary between western science or empirical inquiry and those of traditional
knowledge. Rather, as Chapter 3 will explain, because these two knowledge systems are
differentially deployed along lines of unequal relationships of power and representation,
Indigenous futurisms must still address these politicized differences in the respective
intellectual traditions. Previously cited, Baudemann (2016:117) defines Indigenous
futurisms as “Indigenous storying about the future.” So, what stories are Neshnabé
peoples telling and why?

Summary of Chapters
This dissertation defines Neshnabé futurisms as the multiplicity of potential
futures imagined and enacted by Neshnabé traditional knowledge and prophesy as
observed in Indigenous-made speculative media, eco-politics leveraged by Neshnabé
Women’s Water Walks, and finally, ecological revitalization projects on and near tribal
lands in the Great Lakes region. More than just revitalizing traditional cultural
knowledge, resisting controversial environmental issues, or revitalizing ecologies, these
actions when taken together, form unique versions of alternative futures which position
Indigenous peoples at the center. These imagined landscapes of possibility depart from
the versions of the future posited by settler society in which Indigenous communities are
vulnerable and helpless or are completely irrelevant.
These interventions about Indigenous futurisms within Anthropocene
anthropology or ethnographic works concerned with climate change were formed from
my data which responded to my central research questions:
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•

In what ways do Neshnabé peoples articulate traditional cultural knowledge in
contemporary environmental issues?

•

How do tribes in the Great Lakes region understand their processes of reclaiming
ceremonial, political, and social relationships to place in the context of global
climate change?
In addition to conventional dissertation structures which typically contain an

Introduction chapter, main body chapters, and a conclusion chapter, this research includes
two “Timeslip Interlude” chapters. Timeslip stories or timeslip as a literary device are
non-linear ways of telling a narrative, doing research, or making an argument. Popular in
speculative fiction and espoused by creative and intellectual works by the Neshnabék in
this research, this dissertation similarly uses timeslips to honor an Indigenous science
fiction sensibility. Because Neshnabé futurisms make possible a multiplicity of potential
futures, the use of timeslips chapters in this research reinforces the narratives of fluid
temporality and sense of place investigated in this research. Both Timeslip Interludes
address the issues of religion and politics with Midéwiwin Women’s Water Walks at the
center.
In Chapter 1 “Neshnabé Space and Place,” I discuss how space and place is
politicized by differential relationships to power, unequal distribution of resources as well
as the unequal distribution of environmental risk. I highlight the ways in which particular
narratives of place advance politics which erase Native presence. I discuss recent
community-based counter-mapping projects which reclaim space in the Great Lakes.
Finally, I argue that these counter-mapping and place-based Indigenous narratives
reclaim Indigenous space in the future.
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Timeslip Interlude 1 located between Chapters 1 and 2, explains what Women’s
Water Walks are and explores the politico-religious history of the Pokagon Band of
Potawatomi. It discusses the role of prophesy in mobilizing Neshnabé eco-politics. By
using archival materials from the Pokagon Band’s collection, I also demonstrate how
Simon Pokagon’s writing in his famous birch bark books is prophetic, incorporates
traditional stories, and called attention to concurrent environmental issues in the late
nineteenth century in the same way Women’s Water Walks do today.
Chapter 2, “Ecology,” explores the changing relationships to place for Indigenous
communities in the era of human-caused climate change or “the Anthropocene.” I
highlight the ecological revitalization projects being taken up by tribes such as
remeandering rivers and transplanting wild rice. I explore the complexities of Neshnabé
ecology and relationships to other-than-human species. I show how Potawatomi
relationships with other-than-human relatives and practices of place-making in the Great
Lakes region inform their eco-politics. I conclude with a prophetic story told about a
Neshnabé being called, Bgëthnėnė, or Big Foot in order to showcase larger Indigenous
attitudes towards the issue of climate change and how prophesy forms an important part
of those futuristic imaginings.
In Timeslip Interlude 2 located between Chapters 2 and 3, I argue that Midéwiwin
Water Walks are forms of organic intellectualism which reclaim Neshnabé space in the
future. I argue further that despite successes in terms of community cohesion around
cultural doings and political mobilization, Women’s Water Walks and the activists who
lead them could be more effective in their mission by finding ways to use empirical data
around water generated tribal governments.
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Chapter 3 “Science and Ways of Knowing” discusses the difference between
science and traditional knowledge. I explain what traditional knowledge is, its various
iterations and names, and in what ways it had been suppressed politically in favor of
Western science. Complicating this further, I explain why some Indigenous traditional
knowledge holders may resist mainstream scientific approaches to environmental projects
which have previously ignored or problematically co-opted Indigenous knowledge. I
discuss the ways in which consultation has been a well-intentioned, but problematic
approach to bridging systems of knowledge and attempting to democratize the decisionmaking process for environmental undertakings. Finally, I explore the ways that the
Pokagon Band of Potawatomi are mobilizing traditional knowledge for future generations
through the use of technology and content management systems compatible with
Neshnabé cultural protocols.
In Chapter 4, “Futurisms,” I survey the multiplicity of ways in which ideas about
the future have been developed and disseminated via “mainstream science fiction”23
media in the mid-twentieth century. I argue that these futurisms, based in colonial
fantasies of White modernity, were discriminatory to Indigenous peoples, leaving people
of color out of the future all together. Departing from this history, I also explore how
recent changes in representation in mainstream science fiction, as well as wider
considerations of other knowledge systems, have provided opportunities for Indigenous
peoples to creatively explore Indigenous futurisms. Using Chapter 3’s foundational
discussion of different ways of knowing, I show how traditional knowledge informs

23

Mainstream speculative or science fiction at this point only includes science fiction from Canadian or
American writers and directors.
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Indigenous communities’ conceptions of the future. I explain how Indigenous prophesy
operationalizes Neshnabé eco-politics and deploys alternative conceptions of the future.
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Chapter 1 | Neshnabé Space and Place
The first time I heard about milkweed was from stories told by Andy Jackson, an
elder in the Pokagon Band and current tribal Council person. Milkweed is a plant that
grows in the Great Lakes and Midwest and is traditionally used in soups. It’s picked in
the early spring before their purple flowers blossom and well before the late summer pods
emerge. I see milkweed growing in patches along country roads in slivers of refuge,
wedged between corn fields and cars driving by. “People kept tellin’ me they didn’t
know,” Andy tells me. When she first learned how to identify and process milkweed
several years ago she asked around in the Pokagon community for more teachings and
recipes. But no one could help her. She explained to me that you have to boil milkweed
three times to get rid of the poisons before consuming it. After that the plant is used to
“clean out” your digestive system. “They think they don’t have stories, but they really
do,” Andy continues.
One day after picking and preparing milkweed into the late night hours, she
shared her soup with “aunties and grannies” in the community. “If you do things with
elders and you make ‘em smell, and see it, and taste it, they remember.” Pretty soon after
these aunties and grannies began eating Andy’s soup, many of them who had previously
claimed to have never heard of milkweed began sharing recipes they remembered their
mothers preparing with same plant. Similarly, on another occasion, an elder man who had
also claimed to have never eaten milkweed accompanied Andy during her harvesting. He
caught a glimpse of her from a distance with her long silver hair and ribbon skirt
whisking about in the wind as she collected milkweed into a plastic bag in the middle of a

44

field. He was emotionally moved by this image, because it reminded him of his mother.
In that moment he said he remembered his mother doing just what she was doing then.
All of sudden he remembered harvesting milkweed as a child and began sharing stories
with Andy about it. The experiences Andy shared with elders around the harvest and
preparation of milkweed exemplifies the connection between landscape and experience as
an archive of knowledge. Places and situations on the land can recall significant
memories and stories for the individuals involved.
Place-based identities and landscapes as repositories of knowledge (Casey 2009;
Keating 2000) are now popular approaches in the anthropology of space and place, but
weren’t always. The complex social relationships to land are exemplified in Basso’s
(1996) “Wisdom Sits in Places,” an ethnographic work ensconced in mediations of
Martin Heidegger. Basso’s work with Western Apaches and their ways of dwelling in
locales which catalyze the dissemination of moral and social lessons for individuals in
their community lent to an emerging space-based methodology in ethnographic
scholarship. As will be discussed in the next section, however, Basso’s work and placebased ethnographies similar to his often left considerable political discussions of land loss
and access to natural resources unaddressed. Indeed, as Potawatomi historian John Low
(2016:58) retorted in his legal exploration of Potawatomi rights to the land that Chicago
now occupies,
What do Potawatomi peoples—who, according to their oral histories, are
descendants of builders of great monuments, the mound builders—do when the
mounds and earthworks have been flattened and planted, when the landscape has
been unrecognizably altered in their lifetimes? Where does this “wisdom sit”
when the countryside is carved into small agrarian farms, the forest is clear-cut,
and the wetlands drained?
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The rest of this chapter teases apart the threads which bind ethnographies investigating
social meaning with those that exposed unequal relationships of power in order to posit a
more nuanced and critical anthropology of space and place.

Place and Power
The leading philosopher on space, Henri Lefebvre (1974:11), asked the question,
“Could space be nothing more than the passive locus of social relations, the milieu in
which their combination takes on body, or the aggregate of the procedures employed in
their removal?” In other words, is space simply a theatre upon which history unfolds? If
that is the case, is space of no anthropological importance? Lefebvre (1974), of course,
gives us a resounding, “no,” rejecting the Cartesian understanding of space. Used today
in many disciplines such as geography and sociology, Cartesian mapping is a spatial logic
in which everything is assumed to possess a codifiable, objective location in space
(Lefebvre 1974:2). Eric Hirsch (1995:17) describes this Cartesian perspective of space as
having the purpose to define an absolute position within physical space, and therefore, a
social space or social system. And that is because he argues, as many theorists did so
after him, that space does not have a reality of its own; rather, space becomes place by
way of the energy and social activity constitute it (Hirsch 1995:13). At the time of
Lefebvre’s writing in The Production of Space, landscapes, regions, homes, urban
infrastructure, and a multiplicity of other spaces were mostly understood in absolute
terms.
Studies of space which quantify the relationship between “objects” are popular in
studies of workplace organization and typically include studies that examine how certain
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layouts influence behavior and affect efficiency, especially in the workplace (Taylor and
Spicer 2007:328). This approach tends to be absolutist and formulaic in the sense that
there are quantifiable spatial arrangements assumed to exist and which affect particular
behavioral dynamics (Taylor and Spicer 2007:329). However, this approach is
problematic in anthropology because it is deterministic, and does not advance any
understanding of other socio-historical factors that affect space/place and people’s use
and conception of it. These projects address what Lefebvre (1974:26-31) identifies as a
second way of theorizing space apart from Cartesian mapping, and that is to understand
space both as a social product and as constitutive of relations of production.
In what present-day Potawatomi tribal members colloquially understand as a
“divide and conquer” land-based arrangement of bodies, more than fifty percent of
Pokagon citizens live off reservation lands. This, they believe, has a negative effect on
language and cultural revitalization, sense of identity, kinship ties, and political power.
Space is a social product because it is affected by, as well as affects, the social realities of
human beings. For example, policy informs how particular social geographies
corporealize, that is, influence the arrangement of bodies, which is anthropologically
important because humans do not arrange themselves randomly. Indeed, the processes by
which socio-spatial arrangements are actualized is quite political. One example of this is
apartheid. Often understood only in terms of its social segregation, in Seeking Spatial
Justice Edward Soja (2010:39) describes apartheid as “the system of spatial or territorial
control… a symbolic reference to all forms of cultural domination and oppression arising
from spatial strategies of segregation and boundary making.” Related to Potawatomi
peoples, it is not an accident that while they are Indigenous to Michigan and Indiana (as
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well as parts of Wisconsin and Illinois), there are no Potawatomi lands in Indiana. In fact,
there are no federally recognized tribes in Indiana at all24. Before European arrival there
were hundreds of Indigenous villages in the region now called Indiana such as the
Myaamia, Potawatomi, and Shawnee, just to name a few. Marcus Winchester, Director
for the Pokagon Band Department of Language and Culture, explains that this is because
Potawatomis and other tribes were driven out of Indiana early on in American settler
expansion into the area. Indiana has many regions that are naturally flat and ideal for
farming. Michigan, on the other hand, was much more wooded lands, requiring copious
amounts of labor in clear-cutting in order to make anything larger than modest gardens
possible. In fact, while many tribes were being forced west of the Mississippi River
during removal era policies in the 1830s, Leopold Pokagon and his villages were sent to
live up north near present-day Traverse City, which at the time, was less desirable land to
American settlers. Odawa communities already living in that area were unable to
accommodate Pokagon’s villagers, however, having just ceded much of their remaining
land base. So, they had to find a place in southern Michigan to live. With annuity
payments received from ceded lands in the 1833 Treaty of Chicago, Pokagon returned to
southern Michigan and bought private property in the township of Silver Creek, near
present-day Dowagiac.
Due to discriminatory removal policies and allocating desirable land for White
settlers, Neshnabé are unlike other tribes and their contemporary reservation-based
relationships to place. Instead, Pokagon lands today are put into “trust” and resemble
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The Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians is technically the only federally recognized tribe in Indiana,
but the tribe owns no reservation land in the state. The tribe’s “service area” for citizens extends into a
couple of counties in Indiana, but the tribal government is centrally located in Dowagiac, Michigan.
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non-continuous swaths whose borders checkerboard areas of southwest Michigan. One
could be driving through several inconspicuous Native American reservations throughout
Michigan and never realize it. Policy informs the ways in which particular social
geographies form and can lead to what Soja (2010) calls, “distribution inequality.” This
concept refers to the process of uneven diffusion of adverse effects such as pollution as
well as the dispersal of beneficial resources such as hospitals. Soja directly links
distributional inequality as contributing to all other forms of social inequality (Soja
2010:72). Therefore, a critical spatial perspective is immensely important in any
ethnography with a lens toward social justice.

Place of Pipelines
A topical example in critical anthropology approaches to space and place,
environmental racism formed in the context of late 1980s and early 1990s
environmentalism. This wave of environmentalism was led by communities of color as
they had been expected to deal with a disproportionate amount of pollution and other
adverse environmental, health, and economic effects, giving the movement a more
critical edge than the movements that took root decades earlier. One of the interventions
that emerged from this work is explained by Robert Bullard (1994). He argues that
through processes of environmental racism25, people of color are more likely than Whites
to suffer health risks associated with chemical toxins from a multiplicity of waste
25

Environmental racism takes a critical spatial perspective on issues such as pollution and access to natural
resources. It takes as a point of departure that benefits and risks associated with resource extraction,
pollution, and access to beneficial resources are not even distributed across all social groups. As Bullard
(1994) poignantly explains, “social inequality and imbalances of social power are at the heart of
environmental degradation, resource depletion, pollution, and even overpopulation. The environmental
crisis can simply not be solved effectively without social justice” (Bullard 1994:261).
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disposals released into their communities. Nick Estes (2019) provides an operative
example of this with showing that the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL) was rerouted from
Bismark, North Dakota—a town made up of over 90% White inhabitants—to its current
route near the Standing Rock reservation without so much as a dissent letter from
Bismark residents. In other words, the pipeline was rerouted from a mostly White
residential area to one closer to the reservation before outreach to Bismark was even
conducted. Similarly, Whites of any class are more likely to have access to beneficial
health resources, as well as more successful petitions deployed for healthier living
arrangements (Bullard 1994). A critical spatial perspective reveals how adverse
environmental and health effects follow these contours of race.
The critical spatial perspective of environmental racism, which unmasks the
violent relations of production (resource colonization, pollution, etc.), is a particularly
important arena in critical Indigenous studies. As Neshnabé environmental activist and
member of the Three Fires Midéwiwin Lodge, Winona LaDuke (1999:268), pointedly
explains, “We [Indigenous peoples] are central and essential to the North American
industrial development plan—and we are at the end of it. We have the dubious honor of
having had over one hundred separate proposals for toxic waste dumps forwarded to our
reservations, a result of people in urban working-class communities organizing
successfully to keep those dumps out of their communities.” LaDuke (1999) makes a
very important point missed by mainstream environmental activism, even activism by
other people of color—and that is that reservations are still the ultimate sacrifice zones
via environmental inequality, whether it is uranium mining on Navajo lands (see Allison
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2016), clear-cutting and hydro-fracking near Neshnabé lands (see Willow 2011), or
pipelines in Sioux territory (see Estes 2019).
While the Great Lakes region is a landscape that has been subject to reckless
“development” since soon after European arrival, only recently have proposals for major
pipelines and hydro-fracking raised the level of awareness and concern for residents.
Pipelines are used to transport crude oil from places of extraction, such as the Alberta tar
sands in Canada, to places of distribution for global markets. Controversial proposed
projects like Keystone XL and DAPL have made the news headlines due to their large
scope, but hundreds of pipelines already exist in the Great Lakes region and Midwest.
Complex networks of inter- and intrastate pipelines pump hundreds of thousands of crude
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oil every year. They resemble cardiac veins implanted into the earth, supplying the
lifeblood of oil to capitalism.
For the participants in my research, Line 5 has been the most contentious pipeline
in recent years. It’s a large oil pipeline that passes under the Straits of Mackinac between

Figure 5 - Map of Natural Gas pipelines in the Midwest. Source: American Energy Mapping, 2013

Lake Michigan and Lake Huron. Earlier this year (2019) three Water Walkers, Nancy
Gallardo, Sarah Jo Shomin, and Cody Bigjohn Jr., traveled from Mackinaw City to
Lansing protesting Line 5, praying for the water along the over 300-mile-long route.
Indigenous activists as well as environmental groups fear that recent approvals of
intensifying the nearly 70-year old pipeline by 50,000 gallon a day will result in
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unprecedented oil spills in the largest fresh water system on Earth. What is more, activists
claim that Enbridge hasn’t complied with consultation requirements outlined by the
National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) —a topic I cover more thoroughly in
Chapter 3.
But what makes environmental Indigenous political projects such an important
topic for discussing space and place? Environmental politics and ethnicity have an
intertwined history, because as Pramod Parajuli (1996) explains with his concept of
“ecological ethnicity,” “both ecology and ethnicity discursively contest the process of
national integration by the developmentalist nation-state… if ecological subordination is
the content, ethnicity is the form in which it is experienced and expressed” (16). In other
words, nature and the environment, especially pollution and other adverse factors, are
experienced differently across racial lines.
Environmental issues in the Great Lakes region and climate change more
generally have made discussions and anxieties around how to best manage the
environment more intense than in previous decades. As this exchange shows, Kyle
Boone, Environmental Specialist for the Pokagon Band, struggled with how to generate
community buy-in to more aggressively leverage the tribe’s political voice against
controversial development projects like Enbridge Line 5, and for the public in general to
have less apathy towards global climate change.

Kyle: -and I think everybody should know this stuff, but do they care enough to know it?
You know what I mean? Like it takes a decent amount of work to be able to understand
these topics the way they should be understood.
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Blaire: Hmm.
Kyle: And so at a certain point, I don't know if you've ever seen the movie, The Giver,
where like this dude has all the bad memories in his mind. At a certain point, like it's not
a perfect analogy, but I think the analogy kind of fits sometimes because you're like,
"Nobody knows this, but I know this and I… wanna give it out,” but they don't care
enough for you to give it out.

Kyle’s frustrations are indicative of a larger decrease in American scientific
literacy over the past several decades as noted in social science literature (Cooper 2011;
Kahan 2012; Ungar 2000). But it is also due to a general apathy of non-Indigenous
residents toward projects like Line 5 in Michigan. Neshnabé Participants in my research
felt this lack of interest was due to non-Indigenous failure to develop a sense of
“rootedness” in place or act on responsibilities toward taking care of where they live.
Alternatively, the Indigenous participants in my research understand that this
cycle of tourist development and pipeline construction on Indigenous sacred sites is part
and parcel of U.S. empire building to meet the expansionary needs of capitalism at the
expense of Indigenous land, resources, and lives. Resource colonization, pollution, and
other adverse environmental effects are particularly damaging for Indigenous
communities, because of: 1.) Indigenous communities have a sense of “rootedness” in
particular places, evidenced by our long histories in particular locales and the existence of
sacred sites; 2.) the political reality of reservation boundaries that are inextricably tied to
our rights to sovereignty and territorial jurisdiction; 3.) our geographical incarceration by
established reservations which limits our abilities to move when something horrible
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happens to the environment or our resources near us; and 4.) the importance of our
traditional cultural properties with subsistence and cultural resources we use today, which
are located in treaty-ceded areas that have continuous-use clauses26.
Anthropologists addressing these processes of resource colonization that affect
Indigenous communities meaningfully advance space/place scholarship. This type of
research attempts to frame how rights are understood in a particular place. It also traces
the place-based histories of conflict regarding those rights. Al Gedicks’ (2009)
ethnographic work with Neshnabé communities in Wisconsin demonstrates the very
typical situation for tribes obligated to constantly fight for the right to access resources in
many of their traditional properties even when their right to do so is clearly stipulated in
treaties. What is more, even when tribes can afford to fight these legal battles, there is a
lot of racist blow back, mostly by rural White communities that border the reservation.
Those in Gedick’s research often intimidated Native fishermen with guns and held signs
which read “Save a fish. Spear and Indian!” This is what Gedicks (2009) contextualizes
in his research in the aftermath of the famous 1983 Voigt Decision that allowed tribes to
fish in their traditional lands. He shows that White communities deploying anti-Indian
rhetoric in these cases often do not see the situation for what it is: the legal confirmation
of inherent rights agreed upon between two governments in Treaty negotiations, but
instead, as minorities receiving “special privileges” at the expense of everyone else.
This study is more than a case study about competing cultural politics or resource
competition, however. Capitalism is at the root of these high-profile disputes. Corporate

26

Areas that are not part of the reservation per se, but which are, nonetheless, included in treaties that
stipulate tribes’ access to and use of natural resources found in that area.
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toxic waste disposal in nearby streams and other waterways in the area contaminated
many marine resources. Gedicks (2009:71) argues that corporate interests instigated
racial tensions and anti-treaty (read anti-Indian) sentiment, because they viewed treaty
rights as a direct threat to their future exploitative ambitions. Despite everything, as
Gedicks (2009) so adequately states, “One of the great ironies of the Chippewa
spearfishing controversy is that the Chippewa and their white neighbors were fighting
over the right to harvest contaminated fish.”
Contamination in waters of any kind is calamitous. But recent oil spills in the
Great Lakes are particularly dangerous and unsettling since they are located in the largest
fresh water resource on Earth. The Great Lakes holds twenty percent of the World’s fresh
water and supply ninety-five percent of the fresh water in the U.S. In tandem with
westward expansion and American development, the Great Lakes became highly polluted
with toxic metals, raw sewage, and higher temperatures due to logging which, in turn,
depleted many of the Great Lakes fish and water fowl species. Since the 1950s Lake Erie
has been so badly contaminated due to oil spills and legal and illegal dumping, resulting
in beach closings and fish that are too dangerous to eat, that it is called a “dead” lake.
Despite some attempts to mitigate further damage to the Great Lakes via 1970s
Environmental Protection Agency policies and international agreements with Canada, oil
spills continue to be an issue in the Great Lakes region. In July of 2010, an Enbridge
pipeline burst in a tributary near the Kalamazoo River in Michigan. It is known as one of
the largest inland oil spills in U.S. history and a significant portion of the contamination
reached within several miles of Pokagon trust lands. The spill of over a million gallons of
crude oil contaminated waterways for hundreds of miles and left heavy sediments
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submerged beneath the soils, resulting in a cleanup operation that took over five years.
Despite the over five year clean up, even today there are areas that are restricted due to
persistent diluted bitumen (dilbit) contamination in the soil. Dilbit is a substance mixed
with lighter petroleum so that it is easier to transport, but makes it extremely difficult to
clean up after a major spill.
Neshnabé ké has been sacrificed not only in the name of resource colonization
and “development,” but also through tourism. Madeline Island off the coast of Wisconsin
in Lake Superior is a sacred landscape to Neshnabé peoples and has been described as the
“Mecca” for Midéwiwin-practicing Neshnabék (LaDuke 2016:7). In Neshnabé oral
history, it is said that to find this island, groups followed a migis shell—a shell described
as the breath of life and used in Midéwiwin ceremonies. For hundreds of years,
Neshnabék gathered from all four directions to hold ceremony on that island. They called
on mnedowêk27 with bone whistles, sang ancient songs passed down through inscriptions
on birch bark, conducted healing ceremonies, and carried instruments which, when
played, echo the primal sounds of creation. Today, Madeline Island has been dredged,
developed for recreation, and properties divided up and sold to wealthy investors. It has
sixty campsites, hiking and biking trails, yachts, golf courses, and vacation homes. The
spiritual center of the Midéwiwin societies that still exist and practice ceremony in other
locations from Canada to Kansas and from Michigan to Wisconsin can no longer access
their sites of prayer on Madeline Island due to settler recreation industries. At the same
time, artifacts of Neshnabé life and Midéwiwin ceremony are on display at the island’s

Means “spirit,” in Potawatomi, but one that has never lived as a human. A more accurate translation is
“Entity that goes about causing change.”
27
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Museum as if the relationships to the land in that place weren’t inextricably entangled in
the “artifacts” gazed upon by tourists. When tribes protest a pipeline or petition for access
to sacred sites like Madeline Island, their narratives of place fall on deaf ears. Explained
in the rest of this chapter, settler logics of place scream so loud that Indigenous stories
cannot be heard.

Narratives of Place
In July of 2018 the city of Mishawaka, Indiana sought input from the Pokagon
Band—the only federally recognized tribe with a contemporary close approximation of
presence in Indiana—on authentic representations of a fictional character. The city of
Mishawaka’s slogan is “The Princess City,” referencing a myth about a Native woman
who fell in love with a White fur trapper sometime in the 1700s. The story has been
debunked as a fanciful myth made up by F. J. Littlejohn in his 1875 book entitled
Legends of Michigan and the Old North West.
Yet despite having this information the city of Mishawaka continues its settler
romance of the “Princess City” through signs, public artwork, and tourist campaigns.
Kenneth B. Prince, City Planner, was in communication with the Director of Pokagon
Band Communications Department, Paige Risser. One of those initial exchanges is
below, edited for brevity:
As part of a large building project we reserved a spot for a digital art display at
the intersection of two streets. It would look like an outside electronic screen that
is roughly 4’ wide by 8’ tall. Our intent is to work with a commercial artist to
develop an image of Princess Mishawaka and have the graphics change with the
weather and the season. The idea is to depict in a digital art form the area as it
existed with the Princess before any English or French settlements occurred. The
Princess would be shown as an outlined type figure rather than in detail like the
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face on our logo. We are sensitive to the misrepresentations and degrading images
of Native Americans that have occurred in this country in the past.
I also know from a discussion with Mayor Wood, that Chairman Warren
identified that Princess Mishawaka never in fact existed. For our part, we are
proud of having a strong Native American woman as the symbol for our City and
still believe there is value in her image even if her story is only folklore. Real or
not, we have also always maintained a respectful adulatory approach for Princess
Mishawaka’s image and intend nothing less as part of this display. That being
said, not being Native American, we recognize what we don’t know about the
history and culture and do not want to unintentionally offend anyone. To that end,
we are looking for help to review the conceptual artwork prepared and provide
feedback, not in terms of the art or using the image of a Princess, but really to
review it on a cultural level.
As Kenneth explains, their plans include consulting or hiring a Pokagon artist to design
an image of an authentic pre-contact Indigenous woman in order to lend cultural and
political weight to a settler fantasy. Kenneth explicitly claims to recognize issues of
cultural misappropriation of Native Americans, and wishes not to “unintentionally
offend” anyone. He also acknowledges the tribe’s prior response that Princess
Mishawaka never existed. As City Planner, Kenneth is not interested in historical fact or
how the deployment of false narratives bastardize Indigenous history, culture and rights
to place. Instead, what he wants is an official Pokagon endorsement of their town’s false
settler genesis story and contemporary marketing campaign at the expense of Indigenous
representational authority.
Paige responds:
Tribal Council is reluctant to collaborate on this initiative because we have no
evidence in Pokagon history of the tale of an Indian woman like the one in
Legends of Michigan and the Old North West by Flavius J. Littlejohn, from which
this myth likely came. Pokagon people have lived and still live in the area that is
now Mishawaka. Ancestors called it Mshéwaké, which means land of the dead
trees28 in Potawatomi. Royal titles like princess didn’t exist in our past. We would
be happy to collaborate with the city of Mishawaka on an art installation that
28

Mshiwakwa actually means large stand of trees.
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doesn’t appropriate Potawatomi culture or history. But we can’t support a story
that isn’t factual.
There has been much research on fictionalizing Indigenous place-names and how
these distortions erase Native presence (Butler and Athanasiou, 2013; Goeman, 2013;
O’Brien 2010; Raheja, 2010; Singer, 2001; Tuhiwai-Smith, 1999). Settler stories like that
of Princess Mishawaka erase Indigenous presence in order to make space for settler
invasion. Settler expansion employs various technologies of Indigenous dispossession.
The transfer of territory from Indigenous communities to settlers has been popularly
understood in terms of plots of land, such as in the case of the General Allotment Act of
1887. However, when settler colonialism is understood as a structure, the concept of
territory extends beyond plots of land to access to natural resources, authority over visual
representation, and many other arenas. Settler colonialism is a type of logic which seeks
to disappear the Indigenous inhabitants (Wolfe 2006), and this is done through many
techniques which are structurally hegemonic.
To these ends, Ojibwe ethnohistorian Jean O’Brien (2010) surveys the large body
of transcribed orations, pamphlets, and other historical material produced in New
England from about 1820 to 1880 in Firsting and Lasting. Her rich analysis demonstrates
how tropes about the vanishing Indian that were developed in this time period and
actualized in these materials were deployed in the rest of American historiography—even
those not centered on studies of Native Americans. As a result, O’Brien explains, “These
local stories were leashed to a larger narrative of the ‘vanishing Indian’ as a generalized
trope and disseminated not just in the form of the written word but also in a rich
ceremonial cycle of pageants, commemorations, monument building, and lecture hall
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performance” (2010:xiii). In what O’Brien calls “firsting” and “lasting” narratives, New
Englanders convinced themselves that Indigenous peoples were extinct, even while
Indigenous intellectuals and activists such as William Apess continued to fight very
publicly for Indigenous rights throughout the rest of the nineteenth century (2010:178).
O’Brien’s (2010) intervention is that she points to one of the innumerable ways in which
settler colonialism disappears Indians.
The dispossession of Indigenous lands combined with the discursive mechanisms
of elimination are illuminating sites of analysis. Another ethnographically grounded
example of settler colonial spatial techniques of dispossession is in Allaine Cerwonka’s
ethnography, Native to the Nation. Through everyday spatial techniques such as
gardening, contemporary non-Indigenous Australians use the land to fashion a conceptual
break with British colonialism (Cerwonka 2004:1-2) and in doing so “root” themselves in
Australian landscapes and nationalist space (Cerwonka 2004:2). As she explains:
Reshaping the land by renaming places and by physically restructuring it into a
picturesque landscape were ways of appropriating the land symbolically while
imperial forces took possession of the land on a more literal level through wars,
through forced removal of indigenous people, and by wiping out the indigenous
population through the spread of diseases (Cerwonka 2004:66).
These “spatial practices” legitimize the contemporary Australian multicultural state, and
constitute a conceptual rupture from the violent dispossessions of the British who
colonized the continent (Cerwonka 2004:1). Yet, despite this conceptual break, settler
Australians still benefit from colonization as they are able to own land and access
resources on stolen Indigenous territory.
Despite unfair land cessions under legally dubious circumstances,
unacknowledged treaty obligations by the U.S., and legacies of removing Indigenous
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peoples from their original homelands, Indigenous peoples still maintain relationships
with important cultural sites. Some well-known Indigenous cultural sites which are in
danger of or have already been damaged by development are Oak Flat in Arizona, Mauna
Kea in Hawaii, and Bears Ears in Utah. These much-publicized controversies bring
increased attention to tribes’ grievances of important sites, many of which are National
Monuments or National Parks. These parks, at the same time, buttress settlers’ sense of
national pride. Referring to Mount Rushmore, an illegally seized sacred landscape per the
agreements in the Fort Laramie Treaty of 1868 between the U.S. federal government and
Sioux peoples, Winona LaDuke addresses settler sense of place:
Naming and claiming with a flag does not mean relationship; it means only
naming and claiming. Americans have developed a sense of place related to
empire, with no understanding that the Holy Land is also here. To name sacred
mountain spirits after mortal men who blow through for just a few decades is to
denude relationship (LaDuke 2016:65).
Despite the high-profile nature of some of these land-based controversies, the
legal intricacies and cultural understandings of these places remain not so well
understood by the general public. What constitutes a meaningful place for Indigenous
communities has been articulated by countless Native and non-Native scholars. For
example, as embodied social relationships (Goeman 2013), networks of kin obligations
(Bastien 2004), narratives and stories (Basso 1996), and even sites of violence (Gonzalez
and Cook-Lynn 1999). Settler colonialism is a structure of domination which seeks to
continuously dispossess Indigenous subjects of their land and resources through strategies
of genocide, assimilation, erasure, misrepresentation, cultural appropriation, just to name
a few (Wolfe 2006). What this scholarship on spatial emplacement by settler colonists
does to implicate how nationalism is indeed a form of what Akhil Gupta calls “spatial
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commitment” (Gupta 1997:179). Because settler colonial nationalisms must subsume
other competing forms of nationalism, Gupta (1997) explains that we must locate the
“processes that are involved in the repartitioning and reterritorialization of space” (Gupta
1997:181). In Culture, Power, Place, Gupta and Ferguson (1997) reveal the ways in
which the idea of “culture” or a multiplicity of “cultures” came to be spatialized in
specific geographies by way of ethnographic writing (3). “The idea that ‘a culture’ is
naturally the property of a spatially localized people and that the way to study such a
culture is to ‘go there’ (among the so-and-so) has long been part of the unremarked
common sense of anthropological practice” (Gupta and Ferguson 1997:3). This presents a
problem as differential identities are becoming less territorialized (Gupta and Ferguson
1997:3).
When it comes to ethnographic approaches to space and place, anthropologists
have a long tradition of conceptualizing particular places as repositories of social memory
(Gonzalez and Cook-Lynn 1999), worldviews (Basso 1996), and nodes of social activity
(Richardson 2003), all of which are essentially forms of identity-making processes.
Indeed, even early symbolic anthropological approaches drew meaning from local
environments in order to interpret how these “cultural symbols” could help
anthropologists better understand larger aspects of that particular society. More recent
influential scholarship builds off of this tradition. For instance, Setha M. Low and Denise
Lawrence-Zuúñiga’s (2003) formative anthology on the anthropology of space and place,
Locating Culture, indexes in their title how deep seated the common-sense
anthropological understanding is that ethnographic approaches can identify place-based
identities by spending a significant amount of time in particular locales. Similarly, Steven

63

Feld and Keith Basso’s (1996:4) influential anthology, Senses of Place, showcases the
many ways in which place is constitutive of identity and social well-being.
Since anthropology can lend new perspectives in how ‘spaces’—arenas devoid of
social activity—are made into to meaningful social ‘places,’ the study of narratives
became an important methodological application in this tradition. Within this paradigm,
because spaces encode meaning they become places that embody particular identities,
and one way that landscapes are linked to and constitutive of identity is through narrative
techniques. In this sense, narratives are forms of spatialized identity-making process. For
instance, George E. Bisharat (1997) contextualizes Palestinian refugee identity to explain
how a phenomenological shift in the West Bank affects their identities and their
nationalist position within the political landscape in that space specifically. This shift is
informed by generational changes in the spatialized experiences of exile to one of a return
(Bisharat 1997:224). Thus, Bisharat’s (1997) work shows the relationship between space,
place, and identity-making practices realized through everyday discursive practices and
how these change over time.
In addition to identities attached to place, there are other ways in which places
encode meaning, and these more overt examples tie into processes of nationalism. For
example, replacement narratives deputized White occupation in settler colonial contexts
through various forms of dispossession. Banivanua Mar (2010) explains how in Australia
the formation of national parks developed particular conceptions of wilderness. In doing
so, these “un-touched” landscapes established an Australian nationalist project which
drew from place-based identities that erased any Indigenous presence in the area. As a
result, these wildernesses became the settler colonial project of conservation for future
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generations to reflect upon their Australian nationalism and identity rooted in particular
places and understandings of landscapes—ones that are free of competing Indigenous
nationalisms or claims to place (Banivanua 2010:76).
From my own field site, an example of disappearing Indigenous presence through
the misappropriation of place-names is with the fictional character, Chief Doe-wah-jack.
Named after the town in which the Pokagon Band is centralized, Dowagiac, Michigan,
Chief Doe-wah-jack was a character developed in the late 1800s by Round Oak Stove
Company. In addition to print media and advertisements, Round Oak published
children’s books and commissioned sculptures of the mythological Chief.
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Figure 6 - Round Oak’s Chief Doe-Wah-Jack. Reproduced with permission from the Dowagiac Area
History Museum

The local history museum in Dowagiac has a permanent exhibit dedicated to explaining
this history of misappropriation, because Round Oak was such a large company for many
decades. Yet, local residents, even those who take an interest in local history such as the
Edwardsburg Historical Society—still believe that the town of Dowagiac was named
after a Chief. They are surprised to learn he never existed. Dowagiac comes from the
Potawatomi phrase, Ndowathek, meaning place of harvesting. Somehow, settler
narratives of place that include Indigenous words and imagined characters are more
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comfortable to them than knowing the real meanings of place. Because in the latter,
acknowledging the accurate translation of a place-name such as “place of harvesting” or
“place of large stand of trees” might mean acknowledging Indigenous deep-rooted
connections to places settlers unethically and often illegally now occupy.

Reclaiming Space

Figure 7 - Map of known Potawatomi place-names in Michigan, Indiana, Illinois, and Wisconsin by Kyle
Malott, redrawn by Author.

The Pokagon Band Department of Language and Culture is involved in countermapping projects that seek to reclaim representation space in Michigan and Indiana, as
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well as leverage to the tribe’s rights to protect historic and culturally significant sites. I
watched this process in action at the Pokagon Department of Language and Culture
during an afternoon meeting between two Pokagon tribal members in September of 2019.
Pouring over copies of historic maps which mark archaeological mound sites and historic
village locations, Kyle Malott and Matthew Bussler compare notes, look back at Ersi
ArcMap software open on the computer screen and discuss cultural nuances of historical
sites. Matthew is the Pokagon Band Tribal Historic Preservation Officer and Kyle, the
Pokagon Band’s Language Specialist, also an unofficial tribal historian. His expertise is
respected in the community, and so are Kyle’s mentors. The two of them are creating
geographic information data points on the best mapping software that exists. Some data
are triangles with circles around them, others are Xs, still others are dots, and so on.
These symbols represent village sites, locations of trading posts, burial mounds, and
several other categories of sites. There are complicated spatial deviations and
inconsistences in data, but they work through them. These spatial data are being turned
into what Matthew calls “story maps” to create archives of Potawatomi knowledge and
history represented spatially. More and more tribes are utilizing geographic information
systems (GIS) to create these spatial archives to both consolidate community cultural
knowledge as well as to protect the physical locations of historic and culturally sensitive
sites.
This form of counter-mapping stories the landscape with Potawatomi histories
and perspectives. The maps show our deep-time relationship with these places, which
resist settler colonial attempts to erase Indigenous presence. However, at the same time,
non-Native residents in Michigan and Indiana hold tight to historical delusions of
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Indigeneity. Settler stories about manifest destiny, Indian princesses and savage chiefs
dominant non-Native relationships to place in the Great Lakes region.
Although Neshnabé peoples’ histories are constructed through seasonal
movements and mass migration, their histories are deeply rooted in the Great Lakes
having been there for thousands of years. This is evident in the hundreds of place-names
that still exist and are used by Neshnabé peoples as seen in the map above. Despite the
erasure of Indigenous presence in settler societies like the U.S. through renaming places
or co-opting false narratives of Indigenous place-names, Anishinaabe communities are
reclaiming spaces through counter-mapping projects.
Indigenous counter-mapping is a critical and decolonizing framework that
employs mapping strategies that challenge the dominant narratives of history and
contemporary social reality within settler-colonial contexts (Pyne and Taylor 2012;
Tuhiwai-Smith 1999). Accordingly, as Pearce and Louis (2008) succinctly explain,
“Indigenous mapping has emerged since the 1970s as a movement that utilizes the power
of maps for visually explaining and defending issues that arise from cultural use of
territory, including land claims, natural resources, and sovereignty” (108). In this sense,
literature on new participatory mapping takes a critical spatial perspective to benefit
Indigenous communities even while it appears to employ Cartesian strategies. Pearce and
Louis (2008) explain that when Native Hawaiian cartographic boundaries—which are
intricately bound up with natural resources and kin networks—were recalibrated to fit
Western conceptions of private property, it adversely affected Native Hawaiian qualities
of life centered around communal land and access to natural resources (115). So, they
reinscribed Native Hawaiian conceptions of place as they are understood in connection
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with changing seasons, tidal variations, and natural resources. This “depth of place”
approach, in turn, resituates Indigenous presence within particular places as opposed to
the depoliticized, unpopulated depictions of contemporary cartographic representations
(Pearce and Louis 2008:120). As the authors explain, not only is this approach more in
line with Native Hawaiian perspectives of place, but the maps also contribute to
Indigenous sovereignty initiatives, because access to natural resources is of central
concern. Sounds, smells, and Indigenous place-names coalesce in a counter-mapping
project which privileges lived experience as opposed to Western cartographic political
boundaries (Pearce and Louis 2008:121).
Yet another form of Indigenous counter-mapping is provided by Pyne and Taylor
(2012). They use what they call a “critical cartography and participatory GIS” strategy to
recalibrate taken-for-granted understandings of the Lake Huron Treaty relationships
which, at present, benefit the government of Canada. The terms of land acquisition and
the limiting of natural resources have detrimental consequences for Indigenous
communities. In response, Indigenous mapping strategies such as story-telling, dancing,
and other performative methods concedes to the inherent power of maps to tell particular
kinds of narratives (Pyne and Taylor 2012:95). These narratives, in turn, can be used for
the benefit of Indigenous communities in terms of territorial rights and access to and
control of natural resources.
Neshnabé counter-mapping projects like Matt and Kyle’s are operating within a
network of cultural politics that reclaim various kinds of space in the Great Lakes. The
concept of cultural politics is important in contemporary anthropology inquiries,
especially those revolving around spatial contestations. Arturo Escobar (1997) defines
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cultural politics as “the process enacted when social actors shaped by or embodying
different cultural meanings and practices come into conflict with each other” (203). Often
these conflicts arise in the attempts of subaltern groups to reclaim certain powers or
representational space (Escobar 1997:203). Cultural politics can be further realized in
competing claims to national space, that is, competing nationalisms which are realized
spatially. For example, in Rupel Oza’s (2007:153) chapter, “The geography of Hindu
Right-Wing Violence in India,” she reveals the ways in which violence is deployed to
convert public spaces in India into “Hindu spaces.” Through administrative spatial
techniques of counting, census taking, and mapping, the Hindu Right deployed a series of
attacks and systematic burnings of Muslim neighborhoods in order to “create a Hindu
rashtra, a pure Hindu national space, one not contaminated by signs of the Muslim other”
(Oza 2007:157). This case shows the violent dimension to cultural politics, one that is
inherently spatial in its attempts to claim space, both metaphorically and physically in
what David Sibley (1995) calls “geographies of exclusion,” or the ways in which unequal
relationships of power monopolize space and resources to detriment of some
communities over others (Sibley 1995:ix).
As already alluded to, literature on “reclaiming space” combats processes of
dispossession. Indigenous political actors reclaim space through a variety of discursive
spatial techniques. For example, in her ethnography, Native Hubs, Reyna Ramirez (2007)
explains how in the Indigenous reclaiming of urban space, specifically in LA and other
parts of California, Native Americans construct a productive arena in which to enact
politics. Reclaimed urban spaces provide arenas in which agency can be enacted. This is
especially important in a settler colonial society that finds the very existence of
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Indigenous peoples irrelevant to national policy and political vision (Ramirez 2007:58).
This solidarity and social organization among Native Americans is so important, because
as Ramirez explains, “A sense of unity in the Indian community cannot be taken for
granted in an atmosphere of distrust, factionalism, and dislocation that government policy
and academic discourses have encouraged. However, emotions, spirituality, and joking—
important aspects of hub-making—can inform a gendered approach to belonging,
ultimately breaking down a white masculine notion of ‘politics’ and who is a ‘political
actor’” (Ramirez 2007:83).
Ana F. Laing (2015:150) explores in her research the ways in which cultural
politics are enveloped within natural resource management and how they inform
Indigenous territoriality struggles. For Laing (ibid), sovereignty has come to mean
resource repatriation (150), because “indigenous identities are not formed in a political
vacuum but counteract government projects of extractive development that jeopardise the
livelihoods of indigenous peoples within communally tied territories” (Laing 2013:154).
For the Indigenous communities in her research, the concept of vivir bien constitutes a
better, more just alternative to the violent realities of resource exploitation under
capitalism (Laign 2015:157). Vivir bien is a tool developed within the space created
through Indigenous cultural politics of resistance. Therefore, by 1) expanding the
traditional one-sited method of participant observation through multi-sited analysis, 2)
politically contextualizing affective attachments to place through competing Indigenous
nationalisms, and 3) grounding these social processes in case studies of Indigenous
resistance to natural resource exploitation, the anthropology of space and place is a
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productive arena for advancing an anthropological understanding of Indigenous social
movements, conceptions of sovereignty, and social justice.
One of the most radical things an Indigenous person can be is visible. If settler
colonialism seeks to disappear Native histories, rights, and futures, contemporary
Neshnabé politics make them visible and inevitably witnessed by mainstream society.
Extending beyond the Earth’s surface, the Pokagon Band is also reclaiming place in the
sky. Neshnabé means more than just the cultural designation of tribes in the Great Lakes
region. Neshnabé refers to “the ones who were lowered down.” In other words, Neshnabé
believe that we come from the stars. Specifically, there is an origin story which describes
humans’ descent from a celestial dimension in the Pleiades constellation known as
Mdodosenik (Potawatomi meaning Sweat Stones used in ceremony) or Bagone’giizhig
(Ojibwe meaning Hole in the Sky). When one looks up at the night sky and is reminded
of our vulnerable and insignificant place in the cosmos, it doesn’t seem like a particularly
politically contentious place. Similar to counter-mapping on the ground, the revival of
Potawatomi star knowledge through the identification of constellations has resulted in
star maps circulating in the Pokagon community.
In March of 2019, I planned and coordinated a Potawatomi star knowledge event
for the Pokagon community after learning about Ojibwe constellation and star mapping
projects occurring in the northern Great Lakes region. Michael “Waasegiizhig” Price,
who was involved in the Ojibwe star mapping project--outlined in Lee et al’s (2014)
Ojibwe Sky Star Map Constellation Guide, gave a presentation on the stories and
traditional knowledge associated with Neshnabé constellations. As a result, many

73

Pokagon citizens had a renewed interest applying traditional Neshnabé knowledge to
their STEM curriculum at the tribal Head Start school, Zagbëgon (little sprouts).
Together with oral story telling in the classroom, children at Zagbëgon and at the
tribe’s summer camp painted pictures of Potawatomi constellations. They used Kyle
Malott’s star map below to engage in a creative lesson designed to orient them to the
cyclical seasons, associated harvesting practices, and stories from the sky. In doing so,
children learned that their ancestors were, indeed, astronomers; that they paid attention to
the movement of celestial bodies in order to make decisions about the environment as
well as engage in complex constructions of self-identity.
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Figure 8 - Map by Kyle Malott “Bmejwen” from material produced by Lee et al (2014) and Michael
Zimmerman Jr.
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Counter-mapping projects like those of Neshnabé constellations and reinscribing
Great Lakes place-names with their original Indigenous ones are literal re-mappings.
They are part of larger projects of “respatialization.” Respatialization is an important
emerging theme in the literature of space and place. It refers principally to the reclaiming
of space that has been dispossessed and alienated from particular groups. In what
Mishuana Goeman (2013:4) calls “(Re)mapping,” power is reassigned to Native ways of
knowing, and this, in turn, reconstitutes our destinies toward decolonial spatial justice.
One example of this is through the reclaiming of cultural space. Similarly, Crystal
McKinnon (2010:255) identifies urban music performances by Indigenous musicians in
Australia as “critical sites of Indigenous resistance.” In her research, the music group,
The Stray Blacks, “shows an active pursuit and creation of Indigenous space by these
people, who sought a way for the Indigenous community to gather in spite of the racism
expressed by the Melbourne venues and the wider enduring forces of settler colonialism”
(McKinnon 2010:256). McKinnon (ibid) concludes that the music performances reclaim
space, and in doing so, contributes to the cultural survival of Indigenous peoples in other
places. The activities of these musicians upset the normative settler forms of domination
in which Indigenous peoples are forced to live (McKinnon 2010:268). Arjun Appadurai
(1996) explains, in his chapter “Sovereignty without Territoriality” in The Geography of
Identity, that any counter-histories such as those of Indigenous communities compromise
the “territorial integrity” of the U.S. and are thus the unconscionable receptors of the
settler state’s violence (Appadurai 1996:51).
Speaking to this point, Thomas Biolsi (2005) explains that Indian reservations are
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heterogeneous spaces of overlapping and often conflicting political geographies that stem
from a long genealogy of federal court decisions. However, late twentieth century
Indigenous resistances opened up pan-tribal space, in part to rectify the tribal nationalist
factualism resulting from centuries of settler colonial oppression. In explaining the 196971 occupation of Alcatraz Island, Biolsi (2005:247) argues that, “the space claimed by
pan-Indians represents the social production of new political space: not a tribal homeland
or even a mosaic of different homelands, but a generic Native space of U.S. national
dimensions.” This case study and similar trends construct Biolsi’s (2005) concept of
“indigenous cosmopolitanism” in which pan-tribal political mobilization creates a
“national Indigenous space” (Biolsi 2005:247).
Anthropologies of space and place ensconce the concept of disciplined places and
structures of sociality (Bourdieu 1977). One anthropologically interesting site for an
analysis that draws from these interventions is the plaza, particularly the plaza as a
socially significant site for political discourse and contestation in Latin America. In her
ethnography, On the Plaza, Setha Low (2000) observes space as a site for understanding
class struggle and other forms of protest. For Low, the Costa Rican urban plaza is not
only a physical space encapsulating social activity, but also constitutes a nexus of
aesthetic, political, and social contestation for the full actualization of citizenship (Low
2000:33). Protest is the most obvious form in which contestations are realized in the
plaza (Low 2000:183). Political action is not just realized in urban spaces like the plaza.
Protest for the Indigenous agents in my research takes many forms, but has unfortunately
been ignored either because of a failure to contextualize their actions multi-locally or
because they have been relegated to the realm of cultural revitalization for a failure to see
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their cultural practices as inherently political.
Literature about contemporary tribally-based ceremonies and other culturally
specific practices points to an increase in frequency and participation in these activities in
recent years. These practices have typically been celebrated by social theorists while
being cloaked in cultural revitalization rhetoric: “language revitalization,”
“Neshnabémwen Renaissance,” (Wetzel 2006) and “cultural revivals” are some terms
employed to describe these social phenomena. However, these practices are trivialized by
using such rhetoric, because such language locates what is “vital” Indigenous activity or
“culture” within a decontextualized and apolitical past whereby it can be revitalized.
These “revitalizations” should instead be theorized using a social movements framework
centered around reclaiming space and place. A social movements framework recognizes
the inherent political nature of these ceremonies, especially in terms of contemporary
ecological issues whereby refusal of highly destructive capitalist developmental
undertakings and extractive projects is deployed. For instance, Hall and Fenelon’s
(2009:ix) popular text on Indigenous Peoples and Globalization, they submit that any
relevant and applicable theory of social justice must not only incorporate, but be willing
to be shaped by, Indigenous experience and alternative conceptions of the future. They
argue that many of the most pertinent cultural politics enacted by Indigenous activists
address some of the most pernicious forms of environmental and corporeal exploitation,
and in doing so, formulate and utilize pantribal social networks in order to actualize
larger social movements (2009:32). Engaging with a specific tradition of space and place
literature to understand tribally-based “revitalization” practices—specifically Neshnabé
water ceremonies (explained in the first Timeslip interlude)—highlights the inherent
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political nature of these ceremonies, and shows how they are constantly in
communication with larger political processes, not simply a recall of romanticized
notions of the past. Using a space/place framework to understand the increasing amount
of Women’s Water Walks in the Great Lakes region allows for a valuation of these
activities as Indigenous political movements to reclaim space and refuse adverse
environmental effects.
While anthropological approaches to space and place were pivotal in affecting the
way anthropologists thought about identity, my research takes this intervention further by
introducing the political context of the Neshnabé in the Great Lakes region, specifically
the political context related to natural resource extraction. Ethnologies that focus on
identity and attachment to place have traditionally been devoid of an in-depth exploration
of political context, and as a result, have become a bit of an effervescent feel-good topic
in ethnology, which is why this analytical framework is not as popular an approach
anymore. Even while the Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians does evoke attachment to
place by virtue of us occupying our original homelands, having lived and gathered
resources there for thousands of years, and having place names, stories, and teachings
attached to those places, these attachments to place are used in very politically salient
ways. One particularly telling example is the fact that the Indigenous activists in my
research are actually not seen as activists. This is because even while they resist harmful
natural resource exploitation, they use Neshnabé water ceremonies combined with Water
Walks and demonstrations to meet political ends. This strategy or combination of
strategies often results in their activities such as the Women’s Water Ceremony/walk
being classified as “cultural revitalization” instead of part of an inherently political social
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movement using place-based identities and knowledges about environmental health and
well-being to reclaim space and resources. This is an issue that James C. Scott (1992)
addresses in his ethnographic work, Domination and the Arts of Resistance. Scott argues
that subordinate groups creatively navigate spaces of subordination by enacting
“everyday forms of resistance.” So, even while the literature of space and place in
anthropology has shortcomings such as overemphasizing identity, I see this body of
literature as productive for contextualizing the political social movements in and near my
community and research site.
The counter-mapping projects and resistance to settler narrative of place discussed
in this chapter, together with the Women’s Water Walks, are a set of Indigenous cultural
politics deployed as a form of competing nationalism against the U.S. settler colonial
nation state. Additionally, these cultural politics are actualized by utilizing social
networks in multiple sites across the U.S. and Canada with water walks and politicallycharged ceremonies in other Neshnabé communities throughout the Great Lakes region
Thus, I illustrate the multi-local affective attachments to place and how these
attachments, when taken together, help construct a new landscape of conceptual space for
social justice in the future. In light of pipelines which scar the landscape and settler
narratives which erase Potawatomi presence in Indiana and Michigan, Potawatomi
counter-mapping projects reclaim space and place in the Great Lakes region. Advanced
mapping by Matthew and Kyle in programs like Esri ArcMap legitimize Potawatomi
claims to place. These spatialized data are used to leverage Potawatomi deep histories in
specific places that are currently under threat of pipeline construction. And by
disseminating ancestral knowledge via cartographic maps speckled with
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Bodwèwadmimwen (Potawatomi language) and star charts with ancestral constellations,
children in the tribe are bringing this knowledge into the future.
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Timeslip Interlude 1
Seven Fires Prophecy
Explained in the Introduction of this dissertation, the use of Timeslip interludes
are literary devices that parallel the ethnographic data of this research, or the multiple
temporalities of Neshnabé imaginaries. Timeslip stories or timeslip as a literary device
are non-linear ways of telling a narrative, doing research, or making an argument.
Popular in speculative fiction and espoused by creative and intellectual works by the
Neshnabék in this research, this dissertation similarly uses timeslips to honor an
Indigenous science fiction sensibility. Because Neshnabé futurisms make possible a
multiplicity of potential futures, the use of timeslips chapters in this research reinforces
the narratives of fluid temporality and sense of place investigated in this research.
Women’s Water Walkers and other activists associated with the Midéwiwin
Lodge will often cite the Seven Fire Prophesy as an explanation for the environmental
ethics they espouse. The Seven Fires Prophesy is a widely shared teaching throughout
Indigenous North America but attributed to Neshnabé peoples in its origin. The prophecy
has many iterations but overall gives instructions on how to live a good life, lest humans
become greedy, violent, and wasteful—qualities which will inevitably lead to the end of
the world. In order to avoid calamity, Neshnabé are instructed in this prophesy to choose
a path of spirituality, original languages, and traditional values. For the Potawatomi with
whom I spoke about this, this path is defined by speaking Bodwèwadmimwen, treating
the land in a respectful and sustainable way, and practicing traditional ways whether that
is within Wabeno, Midéwiwin, Big Drum, or some other spiritual lodge.
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The prophesy is marked by seven epochs. The first describes the migration story
of the Neshnabé outlined in the Introduction of this dissertation. The second epoch or fire
describes a series of migrations and the loss of Midéwiwin ways. The third fire describes
how Neshnabé peoples found the center of their spirituality—Manitoulin Island. Fires
four through six detail the struggles of Indigenous peoples and non-Natives from
genocide, boarding schools, and describes these times as a waning fire. The seventh fire
is the most highly cited aspect of this prophecy, because it explains how the rekindling of
Neshnabé language, Midéwiwin doings, and overall health will result from retracing the
paths of our ancestors. Neshnabék can choose a path of consumerism or a path of
spirituality. Both have differing results. The Seven Fires Prophecy, therefore, is multilinear as it makes space for Indigenous agency and choice.
This prophesy is paramount in light of what other anthropological works show:
What a community believes about the future informs their actions in the present. Arjun
Appadurai’s (2013) seminal text, The Future as Cultural Fact, shows how collective
imaginings about the past and present are shown in the creative ways that disenfranchised
groups ritualize and perform religion in order to reclaim space and voice. These are part
of a larger strategy he calls a “politics of hope” defined as a refusal of disenfranchised
communities to be seen as hopeless or treated like victims with no future. Women’s
Water Walks do something similar to what Appadurai describes. Departing from crisis
research as described by Smith (1999) which situates Indigenous communities as the
helpless victims of climate change and in need of protection from the state, Water
Walkers leverage the larger Neshnabé community to imagine a future in line with their
values: sustainable stewardship of the land and water.
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Midéwiwin, also referred to as The Grand Medicine Society, consists of a series
of Lodges throughout the Great Lakes region in the U.S. and Canada. The most
comprehensive ethnographic text on the Midéwiwin Society was published in 1891 by
Walter James Hoffman in his text, The Midēwiwin, or, “Grand medicine society” of the
Ojibwa (Hoffman 1891). The Three Fires Lodge in Bad River, Wisconsin from where
Women’s Water Walks began is known to be a more open Lodge. In other words, much
of the literature on Midéwiwin Society hyperbolizes it as a religion shrouded in secrecy.
This has to do with the fact that many Indigenous practices went underground during the
time when anthropologists were first studying them. Due to assimilationist policies like
Native American boarding schools and legalized human trafficking of Indian children by
social services throughout the U.S., Indigenous peoples learned very quickly to either
avoid non-Christian ceremonies or to do them in secret. In fact, some “Warrior Dances”
attributed to the Big Drum society still hold their gatherings on Easter Weekend.
Incorrectly theorized as a merging of traditional Neshnabé ways with Catholicism, others
have theorized that Warrior Dances are held in honor of Easter (see Vennum, Jr. 1982).
Alternative to this position, participants with whom I spoke told me that this schedule
was due to Indian agents who would return home “back in the day.” During other times
of year, traditional Anishinaabe practices associated with non-Christian religions were
prohibited by the agents. But the element of secrecy associated with the Midéwiwin
Lodge may also have to do with the privileged nature of ceremonial knowledge in
Midéwiwin practices. There are successive levels of Midés with increasing degrees of
sacrifice and responsibilities as one “goes up through the Lodge.” So, as one advances
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their “degree” in Midéwiwin ways and consistently participates in seasonal ceremonies,
Midés gain more ceremonial knowledge and teachings.
The Three Fires Lodge in Bad River, Wisconsin is known both as a more open
and less secretive Lodge as well as a “political” one. By open, what Neshnabé individuals
whom I interviewed meant was that the Lodge is inclusive of “outsiders” or those not
officially associated with Midéwiwin ways (yet). And the Three Fires Lodge tends to
initiate more members than any other Lodge. By political, what most of the people with
whom I spoke meant was that Three Fires tended to perform their politics outside of
Lodge contexts. This was unusual until about a decade ago. What made the performance
of politics that will be described in this chapter possible is the long and intimate history
between the group that became the Three Fires Lodge and the famous American Indian
Movement (AIM) of the late 1960 and early 1970s. Developed in concert with the sociopolitical momentum of the Civil Rights Movements, AIM began in 1968 in Minneapolis,
Minnesota. The movement was multi-focal in tackling issues from police brutality, treaty
rights, misappropriation of Native cultures, and environmental issues. In concert with
cultural revivals of Midéwiwin practices in Minnesota, Edward Benton-Banai, Grand
Chief of the Three Fires Midéwiwin Lodge, was active in the political actions throughout
the 1970s (Matthews 2016). As a result, there is a long history of political demonstrations
with ceremonial doings in the Three Fire Lodge.
Women’s Water Walks are a contemporary adaptation of traditional Midéwiwin
ceremonies, specifically those facilitated by Edward Benton-Banai. They include a
Women’s Water Ceremony which comprises one of many ceremonial elements that are
conducted in the Lodge. Midés consider water to be the responsibility of women. Songs,
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prayer, cedar and copper vessels are the main tools in conducting this ceremony. At the
end of the ceremony, water is purified and shared with all participants to ingest no matter
their gender. The purified water is also used for other elements of Midéwiwin doings
such as constructing the Little Boy Water Drum. Water Walks are initiated with a water
ceremony and sometimes a Pipe Ceremony (the latter conducted by men). The purified
water is then carried from one body of water to another to transfer prayers of Neshnabék
into perpetuity and restore the original healthy conditions back to Neshnabé ké via its
water ways. In this manner, water is viewed not only for its obvious utility in sustaining
all known life, but for its ability to travel beyond the reach of pitiful humans—to many
parts of the world and to other dimensions of reality.
The transference of prayer from human minds to higher dimensions of existence
is found in other forms of Neshnabé prayer. The laying down of séma (tobacco) at the
base of a tree, as well as burning séma in sacred fires, also makes use of physical
conduits found in this world to deploy powerful prayers from the hearts and minds of
Neshnabé peoples to other dimensions. Prayer is an important part of being Neshnabé. In
fact, one traditional story recounts that at one point Neshnabé peoples got lazy and
stopped laying down tobacco in the mornings. The Creator considered destroying the
Earth because of humanity’s laziness and lack of gratitude, but was convinced otherwise
by Eagle. Taking pity on humans, Eagle flew around the world for days and days trying
to find evidence of Neshnabék who still conducted themselves in a good way by praying
every morning and offering their tobacco to the Creator. Once he finally found some, he
notified the Creator, and was able to spare humans the end of the world. Because of
Eagle’s ability to fly so high and communicate with Sky Beings, he is still considered a
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sacred relative. And this is also why eagle feathers are worn in ceremony and used in
prayer; they, like purified water and séma, are conduits of sacred messages to higher
dimensions of being.
Women’s Water Ceremonies, laying down séma, and praying with eagle feathers
have been conducted by Neshnabék since time immemorial. So, what makes Women’s
Water Walks a contemporary adaptation and why did they start? Women’s Water Walks
began in the early 2000s by Neshnabé elders from the Midéwiwin Lodge. More
specifically, the first Water Walk began in 2003 and was part of a larger multi-year walk
around each Great Lake in the US and Canada and was led by Grandmother Josephine
Mandamin(ben). Grandma Josephine as she is commonly referred to, was a remarkably
sweet and warm woman. Her presence was like kinnikinic tea on a rainy day. Her joy was
so big that I remember her eyes would be forced shut when she laughed. More than her
kindness that impressed me, she was incredibly strong. She walked the entirely of the
Great Lakes in her old age—over 4,500 miles of coastline. When the soles of her
sneakers eroded, she bought new ones; when her knees gave out, she also got new ones.
She did all this in order to bring attention to the world’s negligence toward water.
As the popularity of the Women’s Water Walks grew, the movement grew in
numbers and in political focus. Going from a general call by Midé women to protect
Mother Nature’s waters, the Women’s Water Walks went on to include non-Midé folks
and even non-Native folks protesting Nestlé’s pollution of water in the Great Lakes in the
early 2000s and inadequate governmental responses to the Flint Water Crisis in 2015.
Where there were political issues involving water in the Great Lakes region, Women
Water Walkers were there.
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Some of the print media that circulated about the various Women’s Water Walks
throughout the Great Lakes region feature Grandmother Josephine Mandamin(ben) and
the copper vessel containing purified water. The first image, below, was taken during a
water blessing ceremony at the Hudson River before the 2014 People’s Climate March in
New York. Grandmother Josephine Mandamin(ben) is wearing a Three Fires Midéwiwin
Lodge t-shirt and is standing next to some of her medicine bundle items used in
ceremony. I recognize some Midé women marching behind her. The next image is a flyer
advertising the 2015 Migration Walk. It reads, “Follow the path of our Anishinabe
ancestors as we retrace their journey to find the food that grows on the water.” The food
that grows on water refers to wild rice, which is discussed in Chapter 5. The journey
refers to the migration story discussed in Chapter 1 and mentioned again at the beginning
of this chapter. Together these images index the Midéwiwin Lodge as a point of origin,
how women are leading these walks, and the elements of water ceremony that guide
Water Walkers in their eco-politics in a multiplicity of places—from New York, Canada,
and Wisconsin. Finally, they show how Neshnabé origin stories and traditional teachings
inform Indigenous conceptions of the future.
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Figure 9 – Josephine Mandamin(ben) leading a Women’s Water Ceremony and Water Walk, Photo by Ayse
Gursoz.
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Figure 10 - Flyer advertising a Women's Water Walk, image from Anishinaabe.ca

Grandma Josephine concluded the Women’s Water Walk around every Great
Lake on April 20th, 2017 at the St. Lawrence Seaway in Matane, Quebec. But that didn’t
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stop the Women’s Water Walk movement. Indeed, many tribes began smaller local Water
Walks in their own communities. The Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians holds a
Sunrise Ceremony, Pipe Ceremony, and Women’s Water Ceremony before the annual
Women’s Water Walk on the Friday before Labor Day every year. With the co-opting of
a social movement initiated by Midéwiwin ceremonial leaders, however, there has been
controversy in the Pokagon community.
The disagreements and controversy surrounding Women’s Water Walks in the
Pokagon community stem from religious identity politics outlined in the next section.
While both Indigenous and non-Indigenous participants of the Women’s Water Walks
have a consensus on the sacredness and vital nature of water, some Neshnabék have
come to see the movement less of a legitimate ceremony or political demonstration and
more of a collection of quasi-ceremonial theatrics. One informant once referred to
Pokagon-based ceremonies (as opposed to Midéwiwin ceremonies in Wisconsin) as
“glorified talking circles.”

Neshnabé Religion
In order to understand contemporary Neshnabé eco-politics, one must first be
familiar with the history of the Pokagon Band and the politics of religion and
representation in the 1800s. When looking to material culture, for instance, “epitomizing
objects” defined by Matthews (2017:16) as an object's “social force, their agency within
their own biographical narrative, their participation in multiple biographies, and the way
in which they appear to have the social role of persons,” I thought of the effects items
have on their makers, keepers, and inheritors. The sketch shown below illustrates this
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point well. It is an unfinished sketch by nineteenth century landscape and portrait artist
George Winter, currently accessioned at the Pokagon Band’s Archives. Winter spent
quite a bit of time sketching the doings of Potawatomi peoples in northern Indiana in
1837 and writing about them in his journals. His amateur ethnographic material resulted
in dozens of paintings, journal entries, and letters about Potawatomi peoples in Northern
Indiana during the Removal era. As I began my work with the Pokagon Band as the
Archivist in late 2017 to August 2019, I followed the nuanced interpretations given to
this artifact by the former Tribal Historic Preservation Officer, Jason S. Wesaw, and the
Director of Language and Culture (where the Archives are held), Marcus Winchester.
What they pointed out to visitors as notable and unique about the sketch was important
for understanding contemporary religious politics in the tribe, as well as hinting at what
our individual ideals for Neshnabé religious identity should be. As a tribe whose history
has often been brutally chalked up to ‘We converted to Christianity, so we got to stay,’
contemporary Potawatomi traditionalists often roll their eyes knowing that our history is
much more complicated than that.
Jason, an initiate of the Three Fires Midéwiwin as I write this29, would quickly
point out what he perceived to be a water drum and lodge pole in the sketch. This
observation was not inconsequential. A water drum or “Little Boy Water Drum” is used
in Midéwiwin ceremony. In fact, a breakdown of the Potawatomi spelling of Midéwiwin:
Mdwéwen refers to the sounds of something (mdwé: the sound something makes). So,
while Midéwiwin is often translated as “medicine”--and indeed there are many healing
and medicinal components to the Lodge, Midéwiwin references the sound of the water
29

The status of “Initiate” is temporary.
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drum used in ceremony. So, the depiction of a Little Boy Water Drum in a sketch from
1837 indicates that Potawatomi people were still practicing Midéwiwin at that time.

Figure 11 - Unfinished sketch by George Winter (1837) of Kee-waw-nay Village (present day La Porte,
Indiana near Bruce’s Lake) -- Courtesy of the Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians Department of
Language and Culture Archives.

Contemporary Neshnabé politics and identities tied to religion collapse time,
because these politico-identities make space for Indigenous agency in the past and in the
future. These ceremonial elements included in primary documents are important to
Pokagons who identify as traditionalists. As the George Winter sketch was made in 1837,
it is dated to post-Removal in a time when supposedly ‘all Potawatomis still living in the
northern Indiana and southern Michigan area had converted to Catholicism in order to
stay in their homelands.’ In antiquity, villages and communities who would later become
different Bands of Potawatomi Indians in Michigan and Indiana were referred to as the
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Catholic Potawatomi of the Saint Joseph River Valley. Today, however, the nearly 6,000
enrolled citizens of the Pokagon band are religiously diverse. Like many tribal
communities, there are politics of Catholicism or Christianity more generally on the one
hand and traditionalists (mostly Midéwiwin, but some Bug Drum members) on the other.
And there are some who claim they walk “in both worlds.” The nuances of everyday
religious life as well as how Christianity has affected what is now viewed as ‘traditional’
Potawatomi practices is much more complicated than the ‘two worlds’ view. But this is
how many Pokagons understand this religious dichotomy. As a result, Christian
Potawatomi folks will often explain Leopold Pokagon’s leadership (detailed in the
Introduction) as one that valued Catholicism and the Potawatomis’ historic relationship
with French Jesuits in the 1600s and 1700s. Those who identify as traditional will instead
see Leopold’s resistance against removal and public espousal of Catholicism as a series
of creative strategies to allow his villages to remain in their traditional homelands.
The unfinished sketch complicates what many Pokagons, especially those
practicing Catholicism, accept as our ancestors’ politico-religious historical narrative
(e.g. the loosely quoted historical synopsis above, which implies that the Pokagon’s
villagers were ‘sell-outs’). In the same way, another item in the Pokagon archives has a
social force worth exploring in order to understand Pokagons’ historic religiosity and
contemporary politics: the provocative texts Simon Pokagon published in birch-bark
booklets at the end of the nineteenth century. Simon Pokagon was the son of Potawatomi
Chief Leopold Pokagon and Elizabeth (Ketesse) Topinabee. Simon Pokagon is often
referred to as “the Last Hereditary Chief of the Potawatomi.” However, traditionally,
Potawatomi communities have complex, stable, and refined leadership roles—and
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hereditary chiefs are not one of them (Miller 2010). What is more, his notoriety marked
him as somewhat of a “showboat” by other Potawatomis, because they felt Simon
masqueraded Indianness to curious Victorian White folks, most famously at the 1893
Columbian Exposition where he spoke. In fact, Marcus once told me in the late 1980s
and early 90s, when the Pokagon Band was on the cusp of federal recognition, that “Even
back then, folks were still asking, ‘Well, why do we gotta name ourselves Pokagon?’”
The tribe had gone by several names such as the Catholic Potawatomi of the Saint Joseph
River Valley and the Potawatomi Indian Nation Inc. (PINI) throughout the twentieth
century. The name, Pokagon Band, indexes the important political work Leopold
Pokagon did for our tribe. However, because of his son, Simon30, the surname, Pokagon,
remains a somewhat controversial title for our tribe even today. Nonetheless, Simon
Pokagon was an important intellectual, activist, and writer.
Simon Pokagon was born sometime in 1830 near Bertrand and died on January
28, 1899, in Hartford, Michigan31 (where I currently live). He married Lonidaw
Angeline, for whom he dedicated his most famous work, Ogimawkwe Mitigwaki, or
Queen of the Woods. Simon Pokagon’s writing resisted common misconceptions about
Native Americans, advocated for the rights of the environment, and reclaimed Indigenous
space in Michigan in ways that still permeate throughout history to affect readers today.
Because he was a prolific writer and Native American activist, Pokagon spoke at the
1893 World’s Columbian Exposition as an invited lecturer and even built a birch bark

30

But also Peter who was appointed Chief by Father Edward Sorin (founder of Notre Dame) which was
highly problematic.
31
Also known as Byankik meaning “the place where we went” under the leadership of Singowa in 1850,
after disagreements fractured Leopold’s village in Silver Creek, Michigan.
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wigwam somewhere at the fair. As in his writings, he spoke about loss of land, racial and
religious injustice, treaty rights, and fought for Native American religious thought and
logic systems to be treated as equally valid to those of the Western world.

Figure 12 - First page of Simon Pokagon’s original Red Man’s Rebuke (1893) published on birch bark
paper -- Courtesy of the Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians Department of Language and Culture
Archives.

And he did all this on small, thin birch bark paper. The reason Pokagon chose to
print his stories and oral histories on birch paper was not just a creative or aesthetic
rationale, but a political one. His books pay homage to traditional uses of birch paper for
the Potawatomi, as noted below.
My object in publishing the Red Man’s Rebuke on the bark of the white birch tree,
is out of loyalty to my own people…. Out of this wonderful tree were made hats,
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caps and dishes for domestic use, while our maidens tied with it the knot that
sealed their marriage vow; wigwams were made of it, as well as large canoes that
outrode the violent storms on lake and sea; it was also used for light and fuel at
our war councils and spirit dances. Originally the shores of our northern lakes and
streams were fringed with it and evergreen, and white charmingly contrasted with
the green mirrored from the water was indeed beautiful, but like the red man this
tree is vanishing from our forests (Simon Pokagon 1893).
In total, Simon published four books on birch paper: The Red Man’s Rebuke (1893),
Algonquin Legends of Paw Paw Lake (1900, posthumous), Algonquin Legends of South
Haven (1900, posthumous), and The Pottawatamie Book of Genesis: Legend of the
Creation of Man (1901, posthumous), all published by C.H. Engle, Simon’s attorney, in
Hartford, Michigan.
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Figure 13 - Bureau of Ethnology Nineteenth Annual Report by Powell (1897-98) -- Courtesy of the
Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians Department of Language and Culture Archives.

While not explicitly mentioned in his texts, Pokagon’s use of birch paper to print
his works also hints to traditional birch bark scrolls32 used by Neshnabék across the Great

32

The ethnographic collecting or stealing of sacred materials from Native American tribes is repugnant and
is subject to federal law and regulations. By using this plate from the Bureau of Ethnography, I am not
condoning its appropriation into academia from its ceremonial context and rightful keeper. I chose to
include this lithograph of a sacred scroll and its contents because the pictographs in their entirety cannot be
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Lakes. Those scrolls were and continue to be used to transcribe oral histories, stories,
ceremonial knowledge, and other important information through pictographs in the
Midéwiwin society. Pokagon’s texts tell stories that add a richness to the understanding
of where the tribe came from as Neshnabék. He reminds readers, who were largely nonNative when these were originally published and sold as souvenirs, of the original
Indigenous place names that they now occupy. One important example is Zhegagoynak
or Chicago, meaning place of the wild onion or leek. Another is “Ki-tchi-git-a-gan”
referenced in Pokagon’s Algonquin Legends of Paw Paw Lake (1900, posthumous) and
translated by him as “earthly paradise.” Though, as fluent speaker Kyle Malott explains,
“this is a largely romanticized translation as “ktthë gtegan” literally meaning “a big
garden.”33 In using this linguistic construction, Simon also leverages the events, stories,
and traditional knowledge tied to those names in his writings. In that sense, Pokagon
reclaims Indigenous places in Michigan that have erased the Native presence from areas
such as South Haven (Nikonėng, or “Beautiful Sunset”) and Niles (N’dowawjoyêk
[Dowagiac], or “Place of Harvesting”). His birch bark books tell the stories of the
Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians that, as a result of their being accessioned in the
tribe’s archives, serve to reacquaint tribal members with their ancestors, traditional
knowledge, and homeland. At the same time, though, Simon’s writings refute American
settlement and ecological destruction.

seen, the stories are not deciphered, and it is an artist’s representation of a closed scroll, not the physical
scroll or even a photo of it.
33
Forthcoming in the Simon Pokagon Birch Bark Book Collection edited by Blaire Topash-Caldwell and
published by MSU Press.

99

In the Red Man’s Rebuke [to the World’s Fair], Simon states, “No; sooner would
we hold high joy-day over the graves of our departed fathers, than to celebrate our own
funeral, the discovery of America.” In The Pottawatamie Book of Genesis (a tongue in
cheek title) (1901, posthumous) and in Algonquin Legends of Paw Paw Lake (1900,
posthumous), Simon notes that for us, “tradition [is] as sacred to us as Holy Writ to the
White man,” making an argument for the validity of Neshnabé oral traditions as equal to
that of the written history of Christians. Finally, another comment worth noting is
Simon’s lithographic sketch of “Chicago in my grandfather’s day,” which depicts dozens
of conical wigwams where the city is now34. This last example exposes “The Great White
City”35 as once an important crossroads of many Native communities which used to
gather and trade in that place called Zhegagoynak (where the anglicized spelling,
Chicago, derives its name). The content of Simon’s publications makes claims to space in
the past and in the future while the material of the books—birch bark—make implicit
references to birch bark scrolls used in Midéwiwin ceremonies.
Simon lamented the loss of wigwas or white paper birch trees particularly in his
Red Man’s Rebuke (1893). He argues that as a result of White settlement and urban
development, the white birch trees once “charmingly contrasted with the green mirrored
from the water was indeed beautiful, but like the red man this tree is vanishing from our
forests [sic].” One could certainly write off Simon’s lament as informed by, if not
completely influenced by, Victorian rhetoric of the vanishing Indian (such as O’Brien
[2010] argues in Firsting and Lasting), there are contemporary parallels to the

34
35

Unfortunately the sketch is much too faded to effectively show here.
A popular name for Chicago during the era of the 1893 World’s Fair/Columbian Exposition.
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environmental and political regimes that inform Simon Pokagon’s texts that are important
to highlight here. The ecological circumstances that Simon Pokagon witnessed, together
with his frustrations, lend to a Neshnabék contemporary zeitgeist related to climate
change and growing Indigenous resistance movements.
Simon’s writing is prophetic, incorporates traditional stories, and called attention
to concurrent environmental issues in the same way that Women’s Water Walks do
today. Both are iterations of Indigenous futurisms which collapse time. Instead of a
quaint series of texts which lament cultural and environmental loss, Simon’s texts
leverage Indigenous agency and make space for Neshnabék in the future. Similarly,
Women’s Water Walks do not just protest environmental issues or revitalize ‘vanishing’
traditions of the Midéwiwin Lodge; they enact Neshnabé futurisms. Despite the muddied
nature of religion and identity among Neshnabé peoples, in my experience the religious
politics are not present within the ceremonies or walks themselves. In fact, the regularity
of these walks has mobilized members of the community who normally would not have
participated in ceremony or showed up to environmental protests, creating stronger social
bonds and community cohesion. Less an attempt to reclaim “authentic” religious ideals
from ancestral pasts, contemporary religious politics are imaginations of how Neshnabék
ought to be in the future.
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Chapter 2 | Ecology
But literally the ground beneath our feet is not the ground that your ancestors
walked on. There are invasive species of worms that Europeans brought over that
dramatically altered the soil, changed the soil chemistry, the soil health. The
water's not the same anymore. The rivers have all been dredged, they've been
channelized. Many of the farm fields that you see have got pipes running
underneath of them to drain the water off them so they can be farmed and not be
wetlands, which is probably what they ought to be (Vic Bogosian, personal
communication October 2015).
Vic Bogosian, Natural Resources Manager for the Pokagon Band Department of Natural
Resources (DNR) is a quiet man. He’s nicknamed “the turtle guy” by tribal members,
because of his work with catching and monitoring different species of turtles on tribal
lands to study their behavior, ecosystem health, and make recommendations for
ecological changes both within and outside tribal property. The above statement was one
of the rare occasions I observed him have any sense of eagerness in his tone. I had asked
him about invasive species; at the time of our interview in late 2015 I was specifically
interested in the notorious emerald ash borer that has destroyed millions of black ash
trees in the Great Lakes region. I was also interested in the work he and the rest of the
team at Pokagon DNR were doing to revitalize local ecosystems in terms of combating
invasive species and “fixing”36 prior terraforming practices of the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. I reread his statement about the insidiousness of ecological change on
‘the literal ground beneath my feet,’ and I realize how naive I was about the severity of
environmental changes since my ancestors walked this ground before 1492.

I use “fixing” in quotation marks because, as most natural resource professionals will explain, there is
only so much that can be done to revitalize certain ecologies.
36
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What I discovered in my interviews, and what is encapsulated in Vic’s statement,
is the fact that NRM professionals do not make it a goal to restore any ecosystem to its
pure or unaltered state. Re-meandering the channelized watersheds on and near tribal
lands as well as mitigating invasive species in the Great Lakes are goals of the Pokagon
Band DNR; as these projects help control dangerous soil erosion and return waterways to
historic temperatures that indigenous marine species can actually live in, among many
other results. That does not mean, however, that tribal DNR is attempting to be the
lieutenants of some pristine landscape. Even with unlimited funding and expertise, it is
not possible to identify a region and restore it to a version of itself that is untouched by
humanity. One reason, explained to me by Grant Poole, Water Quality Specialist for the
Pokagon Band, is that the data for what an area might have been like simply do not exist.
According to Grant, we have pieces of the puzzle to know how a certain river may have
meandered in antiquity, but we don’t know its optimal temperature or soil chemistry for
the species that did, or should live there. And even if some of this data exist they are only
from the 1970s, nowhere near the decades before European contact in the Americas.
But perhaps more importantly, the other reason NRM professionals are not
interested in restoring an ecology to its “pure” state is because human activity—whether
directly or indirectly—has always had effects on the natural world and vice versa. For
better or for worse, all nature observable today and throughout human history is the
product of cultural (read: human) activity. Take the huckleberry, for example. The
Pokagon Band has an annual huckleberry pow wow held every Labor Day weekend
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called Kee-boon-mein-kaa37, which translates to “You have quit picking the
huckleberries.” Sweet fruits like berries play an important part of Neshnabé traditional
diet and cosmology. Neshnabék have many stories about the tiny, pinkish-red fruits that
embed instructions about how to be a good human and how to conduct oneself. And
berries and flowers are featured prominently in Native art from the Great Lakes region.
But for the purposes of this discussion, huckleberries are a great example of the
dialectical relationship humans have with nature. For thousands of years Native
Americans developed intricate agroforestry techniques. One of those was controlled
forest fires. Without these fires, the huckleberry would have never evolved to grow in the
places it does now (Boyd 1999). In fact, the forests of pre-contact America would not
have so much of the tangled understory that they do today without these efforts. Forests
throughout most of this continent were intensely managed for the benefit of the
Indigenous communities living during that time—beneficial in terms of food (Minnis
2004), travel (Howard 2019), and overall environmental resilience (Gail 2011).
Alternatively, poorly understood ecological management strategies such as
conservation has alienated Native Americans from their traditional natural resources.
Conservation and preservation strategies that strictly prohibit ecological activities that
have been conducted for hundreds, if not thousands of years, are detrimental to the
resilience of the environment. For example, Kosek’s (2006) anthropological work in New
Mexico showed how imperialist conservation regimes imposed on certain New Mexican
landscapes stifled access to traditional foraging practices. These restrictions also caused

37

This is an old spelling which does not employ the official Potawatomi orthography of the Pokagon Band.
We no longer use the double vowel system the way many Ojibwe speaking groups do. But the name of the
pow wow is still spelled like this.
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some of the most deadly and violent wildfires in recorded history. Because traditional
gathering activities were prohibited, communities suffered, but the New Mexican forests
also became overgrown with dry underbrush that caused the fires. Based on the false
supposition that pristine and untouched landscapes exist, the U.S. imperialist state
imposed conservationist ideologies. All this is not to say that attempts to revitalize certain
ecologies are fruitless. Instead of restoring ecosystems to an imagined pristine state, most
NRM professionals attempt to mitigate damage to indigenous species, and when
appropriate, maintain the “function” of an ecosystem (Walker & Salt 2012).
Reflecting further on the opening vignette of this chapter, the shock to the reality
and extent of environmental change in Neshnabé ké (Neshnabé homeland) that struck me
in this conversation would not be the last I experienced throughout the entirety of this
research between the years 2015 and 2019. Several years after the interview with Vic, I
learned about the traditional Neshnabé women’s swan dance, and saw firsthand how
beautiful and elegant it is. It was demonstrated at the annual Ggaténmamen
Gdankobthegnanêk (Honoring our ancestors) pow wow hosted by the Pokagon Band and
held on Memorial Day weekend in 2019. I observed how women were relearning and
“bringing back” these old dances to our community. At the same time, I learned how
Pokagon Band DNR was working to kill the swan population. How could the dancers be
revitalizing a traditional swan dance while the tribal government was condoning the
killing of swans? The answer, I discovered, was due to the fact that the species of swans
DNR is targeting is wreaking havoc on other indigenous fowl populations. Many of the
swans observed in the Great Lakes today are not originally from this continent. They are
not the same swans who inspired our ancestors to choreograph the women’s swan dance,
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and they’re destroying many parts of the marine ecosystem as they prey on other
waterfowl.
Neshnabé ecology is more than the mere environment that humans occupy. The
Indigenous world in the Great Lakes is speckled with other-than-human, even “mythical”
social relationships. These entanglements with the “unreal” can be found in Neshnabé
storying about the past, the present, and the future. One can appreciate Neshnabé
conceptions of other-than-human relatives through clan systems like mko (bear) or
nimkibneshi (thunderbird), and how these stories about them inform identity. Neshnabé in
my research value their relationship and ceremonial responsibilities toward other-thanhuman relatives. At same time, however, the severity of ecological change and species
extinction over the last five hundred years has affected these relationships in important
ways. The rest of this chapter takes seriously the affective social ties that Neshnabé
communities have to other-than-human and “mythical” beings but these relationships do
not exist in an Indigenous ahistorical or apolitical vacuum. They exist and are constructed
in the context of centuries of ecological change and devastation. With this ecological
past, how do Neshnabék envision the future via these relationships? Indigenous peoples
are tasked with ecological revitalization, species management, and many other laborious
and extensive undertakings if they want to live off of, or interact with, their local
ecologies in any meaningful or healthy way for generations to come.

Storied Experiences and the “Unreal”
This research project meandered and changed as it grew. Like the rivers and
streams that my ancestors traveled on, the currents of ideas that flowed throughout my
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research experience made me think that ontology, or the study of being, was appropriate
for theorizing my data. Then, as my understanding of science and traditional knowledge
developed, I realized that epistemology, or the study of how we know what we know,
was more suitable. As my participation in ceremony and environmental resistance
movements of Water Walkers increased, I thought that ethics was more relevant than
ontology or epistemology. Finally, as I lived, worked, researched, and wrote while
dwelling in Neshnabé ké, I concluded that phenomenology — and by extension, the
poetics of dwelling — was what fully articulated my participants’ experiences.
Phenomenology, or the study of experiences and consciousness, encapsulated the
interviews, participant observation, and meditation that birthed this dissertation. Like
meandering rivers that carry and deposit particles on the point bar of a naturally
meandering river, discarded philosophical frameworks like ontology, epistemology, and
ethics were useful for carrying this research forward, but were ultimately deposited.
Phenomenology informs Neshnabé ecological relationships to the [super]natural
world specifically through stories. There are multiple ways to theorize Neshnabé stories.
In Centering Anishinaabé Studies, Doerfler et al. (2013) identify two main typologies of
Neshnabé story-telling. First, Aadizookaang are sacred texts, and are facilitated by
mnedowêk, described above as spirit beings who have never lived as humans (xvii).
Stories identified as Aadizookaang instruct Neshnabé in the ways of living a good life
and are linguistically classified in Neshnabémowin as animate beings. The second form
of Neshnabé story-telling is Dibaajimowinan, and is understood to mean history or news
(xviii). Dibaajimowinan is linguistically classified as inanimate and often includes family
histories, stories from long ago and stories from just yesterday. Interestingly, Neshnabé
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prophesies often blur the lines between both categories. And, it is not necessarily the case
that Aadizookaang are untrue or are “myths” while Dibaajimowinan are accurate
accounts. Instead, Neshnabé stories often oscillate between both categories. As Doerfler
et al. (2013:xviii) eloquently explain, “These live, change, and grow through continuous
retellings, constituting a dynamic narrative practice and process by a people.”
In the winter of 2019, I had the opportunity to hear Jim Thunder, a first-language
Potawatomi speaker from Forest County Band in Wisconsin, orate several stories in a
community event marketed as “traditional story-telling.” Two of the most notable
stories/histories he told were about how a group of Potawatomis escaped Indian agents
during removal. These stories are also published in a book, Wete Yathmownen: Real
Stories: Potawatomi Oral History (no date). The first is a shorter narrative describing
how Neshnabék used the forces of fog to mask their escape and ultimately establish a
community in Mexico (currently the Mexican Kickapoo [Tribu Kikapú], which are
actually the descendants of mostly Potawatomi folks):

Wabansi wgi yonawa gode neshnabek egi
webiwewat ezhi Mexico.
I ga zhe widmagoyan ge ni nmeshomes,
nneneyem wdedeymen.
Egi webiwewat wi ye I ga yowat egi
ndedmewat I wabansi, ebwa wabmegwat
node wa ndo nsegwathen she zhna yedek.
Gode keweziyek wgi mnedokazwek se
zhna wi ye I ga yowat ode wensi.
Wi ye I ga yowat na ewebiwewat ge
winwa.
Depi zhna ene yewat I the egi shkwezwat
gode wegwendegenek zhna go ndo
debnegwathen.

The Neshnabe people used fog when they
were on the run to Mexico.
That’s what my grandfather told me, my
mother’s father.
When they were on the run, that’s what
they used, they asked for fog, so that they
wouldn’t be seen by those who were
trying to kill them.
Those old men did ceremonies, that’s
how they used the fog.
That’s what they used when they escaped.
They were far away when whoever it was
that wanted to catch them woke up.
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I the gode ebzegwiwat tho gi yesik gode,
depi zhna gi ne yewek.
Iw the wpi ebzegwiwat gode se ewi ndo
debnawat node bodewadmin.

And so when those ones woke up, the
other ones weren’t there; they were far
away.
When those ones got up hoping to catch
those Potawatomi.

Figure 14 - Table containing translation of Potawatomi story into English.

In this story Potawatomis escape capture by calling on mnedowêk. The root word
for “ceremonies” or mnedokazwek is mnedo, referring to ceremonies as a space where
spirit beings are called to conduct a specific purpose. Mnedo have also been translated as
“those who go about causing change.” In this case, mnedo could change the environment
through conjuring fog. This story also demonstrates the use of both Aadizookaang, or
stories about mnedowêk, and Dibaajimowinan, or historical accounts, in Neshnabé storytelling two hundred years ago, when Neshnabék were being forced west.
Anthropology has already addressed the concept of other-than-human beings in
interesting ways. “How other kinds of beings see us matters. That other kinds of beings
see us changes things” (Kohn 2013:1). In his ethnography, How Forests Think, Kohn
explains that for the Runa peoples of the Amazon with whom he lived and conducted
anthropological research, sleeping facedown leaves you vulnerable to being attacked and
eaten by a jaguar. This is because a facedown person cannot return the gaze of the jaguar,
resulting in a perception of non-sentience. In other words, jaguars respect and recognize
those who sleep up and show their face as non-prey.
Mnedo, or Manitou (the more common Ojibwe spelling), are often translated as
“spirit.” In fact, Manitou Beach off of Devil’s Lake is located in southern Michigan and
is a popular tourist destination. Devil’s Lake is the site of a Potawatomi village that
existed until at least 1830. Popular visitor information about the tourist town near Devil’s
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Lake incorrectly explains that the name derives from the Potawatomi word, “Manitou”
meaning evil spirit. Tourist information also goes on to describe a story whereby a
daughter of a Potawatomi Chief drowned in the Lake, thereby lending to Manitou (spirit)
Beach and Devil’s (aka evil spirit) Lake. Mnedo has never meant evil spirit; it barely
means spirit at all. Mnedowêk have never lived as humans and more accurately means
“entity that goes about causing change.” Because mnedowêk have never lived as humans,
places where people have died are irrelevant to the use of mnedo as a placename.
Therefore, Manitou Beach being named after a tragic death makes no actual sense. To
discuss mnedowêk as ghosts is a gross misunderstanding.
Unlike the tourist information explaining how Devil’s Lake got its name,
Neshnabé writer Basil Johnston (2001) notes that some of the first wayfarers and
missionaries translated manitou not as evil spirit, but as God. Today Neshnabé still pray
to Ktthëmnedo or Ktthë, great or big and mnedo, spirit. However, even God is a
mistranslation which led to pedestrian understandings by Europeans. Given Johnston’s
literary candor, it is worth quoting him at length:
Thereafter, whenever an aboriginal person uttered the word manitou, Western
Europeans thought it meant spirit. When a medicine person uttered the term
manitouwun to refer to some curative or healing property in a tree or plant, they
took it to mean spirit. When a person said the word manitouwut to refer to the
sacrosanct mood or atmosphere of a place, they assumed it meant spirit. And
when a person spoke the word manitouwih to allude to a medicine person with
miraculous powers, they construed it to mean spirit” (Johnston 2001:2)…
Western Europeans took it for granted that aboriginal people, being of simple
heart and mind, believed in the presence of little spirits in rocks, trees, groves, and
waterfalls, much as the primitive peoples of Europe believed in goblins, trolls,
and leprechauns. Men and women who addressed the manitous were believed to
worship spirits, idols… But most aboriginal people understood their respective
languages well enough to know from the context the precise sense and meaning
intended by the word manitou or any of its other derivatives. Depending on the
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context, they knew that in addition to spirit, the term also meant property,
essence, transcendental, mystical, muse, patron, and divine” (Johnston 2001:2).
Johnston explains that Ktthëmnedo is an enigma that created the cosmos and all of life.
And to honor this gift, all humans could do was imitate Ktthëmnedo’s generosity. As
such, the Midewiwin Lodge is one of gratitude and thankfulness. Certain areas of
Neshnabé ké —particular waterfalls, cliffs, or recesses in the forests — harbored greater
presences of mnedowêk such that they became important sites of conducting ceremonies
or, as translated above in Jim Thunder’s stories, mnedokazwek. On my first trip to
Midewiwin ceremonies in June 2016, I walked along the skinny shores of Lake Superior
at the bottom of a steep cliff. The shoreline is speckled with green, pink, and grey river
rocks, drift wood, and coarse sand. Most famously, perfectly round river rocks usually
the size of marbles can be found. They are possibly38 a kind of stone called Omarolluk
and form over thousands of years. They look so peculiar due to their perfectly spherical
shape. Stories shared with me from Midés of the Three Fires Lodge said that these rocks
were what became of Neshnabék trying to escape malefic Indian agents and drowned in
the rough currents of Lake Superior. They return to the shores and remind us to practice
ceremony when they could not.

38

Despite research, questioning tribal community members, and one geologist, no one has been able to
identify their composition.
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Figure 15 - Spherical river rocks from Lake Superior. Photo by Author, 2019.

The Erosion in this part of the lake shore is swift and can be dangerous. Where
the forest meets the thin rocky shores of Lake Superior can change on a yearly basis.
Indeed, in 2017, the Three Fires Midewiwin Lodge had to abandon the wooded cliff site
as a place of ceremony where it had been used for decades. Just one year after I
participated in Midewiwin ceremonies for the first time, I returned to the rocky cliff alone
near dusk. It was a cold, grey day and the space was eerie and desolate. The durability
and warmth of the space within the lodge where we would be nearly sitting on top of
each other for lack of space, had been replaced by a rickety, cold and deserted frame. The
ground looked the same, except that the cliff’s edge was much closer. Midés lamented the
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loss of this ceremonial space because looking out over the lake in the eastern direction
was so powerful for them, especially during a segment in ceremony where mnedowêk are
called upon in all four cardinal directions.
Any ceremony conducted by Neshnabék requires the aide of mnedowêk. They are
summoned by whistling in all four directions. Being able to see for miles over Lake
Superior provided a transcendental experience for participants in Midewiwin ceremony.
Cool breezes over the rough currents of the coldest, deepest Great Lake felt as though the
mnedowêk were whistling back. Nestled a mile or two back in the woods, this cliff site is
not dissimilar from sites Midewiwin ceremonies were conducted in secret until 1978
when the Indian Religion Freedom Act was passed, which provided protection for
Indigenous communities in the U.S. to practice their traditional beliefs that were
previously punishable by fine or imprisonment.
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Figure 16 - Midewiwin Lodge framing near Bad River reservation in Wisconsin, former site of Three Fires
Midewiwin ceremonies. Photo taken by Author June 2018.
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Figure 17 - Cliff site over Lake Superior near Bad River reservation in Wisconsin, former site of Three
Fires Midewiwin ceremonies. Photo taken by Author June 2018.

But how does Neshnabé belief in mnedowêk advance anthropological theory? And how
does this theory lend to the argument that it is constitutive of Neshnabé futurisms?
In their review of phenomenology in anthropology, Desjarlais and Throop (2011)
explain that whether or not an ethnographer or an audience believes in “mythological
beings” or stories of the supernatural from a particular context is irrelevant. It is worth
quoting them at length (89):
There is no strict line demarcating the subjective and objective because both are
necessarily articulated by attitudes toward experience that may render certain
aspects of experience as thoughts, images, feelings, sentiments, moods,
sensations, perceptions, judgements, and forms of appreciation, on the one hand,
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and properties of physical objects, bodies, persons, animals, celestial phenomena,
spirits, natural occurrences, etc., on the other.
In other words, the binaries between the subjective and objective, the natural and
supernatural are not meaningful for understanding the expanse of our experiences as
humans. Heidegger conceptualized existence and being as only possible in relationship to
the supernatural. Heidegger’s concept of the fourfold includes the earth, sky, divinities,
and mortals. These component parts cannot exist independently. Humans occupy space
and place in a physical sense—as I sit in a chair located on Earth while I write this. By
extension, humans exist under a sky while celestial bodies walk across the sky from east
to west in relationship to our observations from below. And with regard to divinities,
mortals—whilst dwelling with each other on the land and under the sky—imbue
divinities with existence, but also with meaning. Therefore, humanity is an existence of
poetic dwelling (Heidegger 1949; 1971; Mitchell 2015).
Social anthropologist Tim Ingold has written much on the topic of dwelling,
principally in his extensive collection of essays in The Perception of the Environment
(2000). Most notably for the purposes of this discussion, Ingold asks how people are to
understand the different ways that humans understand caribou in the wild. “Wildlife
biologists are liable to react to native stories about animals presenting themselves of their
own accord with a mixture of cynicism and incredulity” (2000:13). He goes on to ask:
Are the folk who tell these stories mad, lost in a fog of irrational superstition,
talking in allegories, or simply having us on? Whatever the answer may be,
science insists that stories are stories, and as such have no purchase on what really
goes on in the natural world (2000:14).
The issue that Ingold is reflecting on is the age-old duality between empirical versus
conjectural, science versus art, objectivity versus subjectivity, and so on. Like nature and
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culture, which have a dialectic relationship because all life is an interspecies relationship,
Native stories and scientific explanation are both agents in human experience. We don’t
exist in an incorporeal space where reality is quantifiable and quaint folk tales are
invented for our amusement. Instead of presuming the objective stance of the
ethnographic observer, in his ethnography, Fictionalizing Anthropology, McLean
(2017:9) explains that “[mythical beings] appear less as human projections onto the blank
screen of nature than as condensations out of the primordial matter from which
everything in the universe is fashioned, including humans and (presumably) the stories
that humans tell.”
Neshnabé stories have been recorded by anthropologists, folklorists, and
hobbyists for centuries, but researchers have mostly failed to theorize how these stories
evolve to articulate contemporary experiences, let alone imagine the future. As an
alternative ethic and methodology of research, Les Field’s ethnography Abalone Tales
was produced through two-way channels of collaborative relationships to understand how
an animal—abalone—co-constructs narratives of sovereignty and identity for Indigenous
communities in California. From research in the field, analysis of data, and even in the
writing process, Field’s ethnography reads as multi-vocal layers of significance that
investigate relationships between traditional stories and contemporary political issues
affecting California tribes such as cultural resource management and federal recognition.
Similarly, in Routes: Travel and Translation in the Late 20th Century, James Clifford
(1997) reflects on his consultation experience in the Portland, Oregon Museum of Art,
which, at the time, was planning to reinstall an exhibit of Indigenous Northwest Coast
artifacts. A group of Tlingit elders were invited to participate in the planning. Despite the
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Museum’s expectations of learning the purpose and origins of the objects, the Tlingit
elders used these items as catalysts for memoir, politics, and moral discussions. Initiating
songs and stories from a deeply felt appreciation for the works of their relatives and
ancestors, these items were entangled in an Indigenous matrix of history, law, and
“myths.” What became clear, Clifford writes, is that “from the elders’ viewpoint, the
collected objects were not primarily ‘art,’ (but) ‘records,’ ‘history’ and ‘law,’ inseparable
from myths and stories expressing ongoing moral lessons with current political force”
(1997, 190). This exchange, Clifford calls a “contact zone” whereby items in a collection
were used as texts to read and understand contemporary, and perhaps, future political
relationships between museums, Indigenous communities, and beyond.
Other-than-human beings played a central role in one of the stories shared by
elders in the basement of the Portland Art Museum. In one instance, a headdress was
brought out with representations of an octopus. The story that was shared by one of the
Tlingit elders as a result recounts how a huge octopus with its appendages blocked the
bay, keeping all the fish from reaching the shores. A Tlingit hero had to kill the octopus
so that his community didn’t starve to death and the salmon could reach their spawning
grounds. “And by the end of the story the octopus has metamorphosed into state and
federal agencies currently restricting the rights of Tlingits to take salmon according to
tradition” (Clifford 1997:190).
The evidence for Indigenous story-telling, as seen in Clifford’s accounts, are not
new or rare. Indeed, they have been recorded in many works, but have been theorized in
terms or traditional accounts surviving to the contemporary or Indigenous attempts to
revitalize the stories of their ancestors. But rarely have these stories been viewed in light
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of their application to present-day issues, as Clifford’s example exemplifies. And rarely
still, have these traditional stories been theorized to understand Indigenous conceptions of
the future. Before embarking on a discussion of how these stories about other-thanhuman relatives and “mythical” beings imagine Neshnabé futures, I first situate scholarly
theorizations of humanity’s entanglements with other-than-human relatives.

Interspecies Relationships in the Anthropocene
“Monsters ask us to consider
the wonders and terrors of
symbiotic entanglement in
the Anthropocene… While
ghosts help us read life's
enmeshment in landscapes,
monsters point us toward
life’s symbiotic entanglement
across bodies” (Tsing
2017:M2). - Anna
Lowenhaupt Tsing Arts of
Living on a Damaged Planet
Multi-species research is new in ethnography but has a long history in other
disciplines. Kirkey and Helmreich (2010) offer a succinct review of multispecies
anthropological scholarship. While their review tackles how multispecies work is
addressed in all four subfields of anthropology, as well as biology, zoology, and even life
sciences, their article is written for and made relevant to ethnographers. What has become
popular to term, “the species turn” in ethnology (similar to the anthropology of
knowledge production written about in Chapter 3), has had a phantom existence within
cultural anthropology’s over one hundred and fifty-year existence in the U.S. Indeed,
Kirkey and Helmreich (2010:549) point out that Lewis Henry Morgan’s (1868) The
American Beaver and His Works made an argument ahead of its time for the protection of
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rights of nonhumans39. Today’s renewed interest in nonhumans’ perspectives, agencies,
and entanglements with humans has not only inspired new types of ethnographic research
but has also caused theorists to look at our anthropological roots and traditions in a
different light.
Biocultural evolution argues that changes in the human genome can, and often
are, caused by environmental factors. And because human populations do not all
experience the same environmental factors, the fractions by which humans are grouped in
“races” or “cultures” will have higher likelihoods of passing down community-specific
genetic mutations. Sickle cell anemia, for example, can be lethal to its carriers who are
often from Central and North African countries, as well as some areas of the
Mediterranean. However, when passed down from one parent, or when it is otherwise
expressed heterogeneously in the form of Sickle Cell trait, this type of hemoglobin can
actually be beneficial,40 as the individual with this trait becomes resistant to malaria.
Therefore, Sickle Cell hemoglobin is an example of natural selection differentially
experienced according to communities of people in a specific region (colloquially
understood as different “races” or “cultures”).
Anna Tsing might argue, however, that all human nature is inevitably biocultural,
and that “Human nature is an interspecies relationship” (Tsing n.d. in Kirkey and
Helmreich 2010:551). What is taught in nearly all undergraduate evolutionary
anthropology classes as biocultural evolution is not actually all that unusual or special.

Some criticize the use of the term “nonhuman,” because they consider it patronizing, inflating the
superiority of homo sapiens. It has been compared to using the phrase, “non-White” or “non-hetero.” And
while I agree that referring to the millions of species and cosmological beings as “nonhuman” is
demeaning, it’s the most reliable shorthand I have to use that wouldn’t distract from my main arguments.
40
Beneficial at least when no vaccine is available for malaria.
39
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Examples of biocultural evolution are everywhere; Sickle cell trait, engorged fruits41, and
corn42 are only the tip of the iceberg. These are just the most obvious examples of
humanity’s interconnectedness with all life. But this interconnectedness is sometimes
violent, especially as climate change wreaks havoc on ecological methods and deeply
rooted relationships that had previously been maintained for thousands of years. While
multispecies ethnography is not new, just overlooked, today’s scholarship is influenced
by a much larger mechanism than nineteenth century theorists like Lewis Henry Morgan
and his beavers. That mechanism is climate change.
When atmospheric chemist, Paul Crutzen officially introduced the idea of the
Anthropocene in 2000, scientists and social theorists recognized that the world is
changing in uncanny ways as the result of human activity. Some have acknowledged the
need to consult with local and Indigenous communities in order to better manage natural
resources (Ascher et al 2010; Corburn, 2002; Ellen et al 2000; Menzies, 2006; Wells,
2011). Others have critiqued these consultations when done poorly, as it leads to the
consumption of intellectual property without giving anything back to the host
communities who provided the knowledge and methods (Coulthard 2014, Tuhiwai-Smith
1999, and see Chapter 3).
Anthropologists have paid close attention to how climate change affects local
communities and world systems in recent years, specifically in work on “the
Anthropocene.” The Anthropocene is an unofficial geologic category, but the fact that

41

Pressured to grow larger and more fleshy as a result of humans and nonhumans picking the largest and
ripest ones. The seeds of these fruit bearing plants would be later deposited and dispersed through the feces
of humans and nonhumans who ate the fruit.
42
Pressured to be larger, more fleshy, and sweeter than its wheat-like ancestor as a result of the agricultural
methods developed by Native Americans.
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humans have had a profound impact on the Earth that has affected all observable life is a
consensus in the scientific community. The Anthropocene encapsulates an era when
humans began to have a measurable effect on the Earth’s climate, starting sometime after
the industrial era. Anthropogenic climate change has affected the ways in which human
populations interact with the environment. This may mean staying indoors more
throughout the day due to high afternoon temperatures, being displaced from ancestral
lands due to desertification, experiencing loss of marine resources due to warmer waters,
etc. Thusly, anthropological research investigating how climate change is affecting
communities has increased in recent years.
In her research on place-making trends in the tourism industry of the Caribbean,
Moore (2015:515) calls this emergent tradition the “Anthropocene idea.” She goes further
to define it as “more than a ‘mere’ geologic category limited to the Earth sciences. The
Anthropocene idea is also a persuasive discourse that enables conceptual anxieties,
productive contradictions, research opportunities, and entrepreneurial actions.” The
Anthropocene as it relates to social science is both a context in which ethnographic
research is conducted, and an emergent tradition of anthropology that includes how
anthropogenic climate change differently affects communities around the world. In this
framework, research subjects are analyzed in accordance with their perceived lack of
agency in the context of overwhelming climate change and the development of policies
they may have felt they didn’t have a part in creating. However, Moore (2016:28)
strongly urges anthropologists not to lose their critical edge by conducting research “in”
an unreflexively and amorphous Anthropocene space:

122

[E]ven in an era of rapid change, we still need critical analysis of the
characterization of that change and responses to it… We need anthropological
analysis that can examine the characterization of life and changes that are being
made within authoritative fields of power and that can follow these ideas as they
affect institutional policies with real consequences for the everyday lives of the
people we work with around the world.
In other words, even in the dire circumstances that climate change creates for thousands
of communities around the world, as theorists, our job is to make space to think and
critique lest we cause more damage by problematic policies, privileging some voices over
others, etc. Like the criticisms of Linda Tuhiwai-Smith (1999) in Decolonizing
Methodologies discussed in the Introduction, crisis research begets problematic outside
institutions describing Indigenous problems and patronizing solutions to those problems.
There is a plethora of important anthropological research on how climate change
disproportionately affects Indigenous peoples around the world (see Ford and Goldhar
2012; Ford et al 2006; IPCC 2014; and Li and Ford 2019). However, my challenge is not
to repeat this brand of crisis research, since in doing so, conclusions often arise about the
inevitability of Indigenous demise—not unlike the salvage ethnographic projects at the
turn of twentieth century. Anthropocene anthropology as crisis research forecloses
Indigenous agency in the future. The participants with whom I interviewed and worked
already understand how changes in the environment have affected them. What they were
interested in sharing with me were their articulations of agency within the Anthropocene
and into the future. Unlike a human-centered cosmology in which humans are the cause
of and future arbiters of the global atmospheric condition, Neshnabé communities see
themselves as just a small link in the multi-species relationship, even in the crises of
global climate change.
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Neshnabé Ecology
“Could the capacity to
imagine not only our
connectedness to other kinds
of beings but also the
possibility of our radical
absence from the scene be a
prerequisite of thought and
creativity, not least in our
present and much discussed
state of ecological
emergency?” (McLean
2017:ix). – Stuart McLean
Fictionalizing Anthropology
In the summer of 2018, I helped conduct interviews with Pokagon Band of
Potawatomi tribal members about their experiences of climate change through a grantfunded project called the Forestry Understory Project. Tribal members were interviewed
in the communities represented in the Intertribal Council of Michigan that includes all
twelve federally recognized tribes in the state43. Most participants from the Pokagon
Band whom I interviewed along with two non-tribal employees from the Pokagon Band
DNR included those identified as “possessing traditional ecological knowledge.” I was
not a part of the grant proposal process. My internship with DNR that summer was
simply a serendipitous opportunity for the DNR project, as I was the only tribal member
employed in the department at that time. So, at the request of the DNR Director, I helped
with community outreach to get participants. In the interviews, most interviewees

43

Little River Band of Ottawa Indians, Bay Mills Indian Community, Grand Traverse Band of Ottawa and
Chippewa Indians, Hannahville Potawatomi Indian Community, Keweenaw Bay Indian Community, Lac
Vieux Desert Band of Chippewa Indian Community, Little Traverse Bay Bands of Odawa Indians, MatchE-Be-Nash-She-Wish Band of Pottawatomi Indians, Nottawaseppi Huron Band of the Potawatomi,
Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians, Saginaw-Chippewa Indian Tribe, and Sault Ste. Marie Tribe of
Chippewa Indians.
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explained how their foraging practices have changed in the past decade or so as
harvesting times for various natural resources significantly changed or decreased. Many
of their observations paralleled those made by climate change scientists and ecology
experts. It seemed as though these interviews were simply a qualitative buttress to what
scientists already knew to be true about understories in the Great Lakes region. For
example, Potawatomi citizens included in the interviews noted that harvesting times for
various plants and medicines seemed to be occurring later in the year and had a
significantly shorter duration.
The interviews were not designed to identify or examine participants’
cosmological interpretations about climate change, per se. One participant, Jefferson
Ballew Jr., nonetheless offered some of his interpretations.

Jefferson: “We have guardians out there. It's why you put tobacco out there. Because
then pa'isêk will get you. The Little People will get you. They're-they're put out there
because if we're going out there to be naughty, they're going to deter you. They're going
to move the trees so you get lost. They're gonna move the trail. They can do that you
know... That's what their magic is all about.”

Jefferson is explaining here about pa'isêk, or Little People. A shared belief of many tribes
throughout the U.S. and Canada, Little People may be considered harmless or
malevolent, but at the very least they are tricksters. They’re sometimes known to steal
things from humans. So, it’s typical in any Neshnabé household to offer something to the
Little People such as candy or something shiny when you can’t find your car keys or
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seem to have misplaced something. However, they’re sometimes known to steal children
as well. As a result, some tribal members are really scared of them. Kyle Malott has also
explained to me before that Little People were once human children. But they crept off in
the woods and never came back. Neshnabé relationships with Little People are therefore
also biological.
Jefferson continues his description of Little People in our interview. He’s
explaining pa'isêk to me, but also to the two other interviewers who are non-Native.
Instead of understanding changes in the availability of some natural resources as simply
the result of anthropogenic climate change, Jefferson makes a connection between our
lack of respect and beliefs in these other-than-human relatives to global changes in
ecology:

Jefferson: “The people don't believe in that anymore. Why doesn't England have flowers
and trees anymore? Why aren't their vines growing like they used to?”
Ian: “Because it's been industrialized for so long and that's just essentially all—"
Jefferson: “--Oh sure. That's the White way of saying it, right? The Indigenous people
will tell you, they stopped believing in their fairies. They stopped believing in their wood
elves. They stopped believing in their leprechauns. Those are the individuals that take
care of that out there. If you don't believe in them, they're not going to be there. Why is
America still so lush? Because we still believe. Because we still believe that our wood
elves are out there that those spirits, that those fairies-- we still know. So, because we
believe in it, it's still here.”
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Jefferson is known to be a passionate, quirky member of the Pokagon Band. But
people respect him. He’s very knowledgeable about things like traditional ways of
harvesting sugar bush (Maple syrup). So, when he is explaining to us that environmental
issues—caused by industrialization, hydro-fracking, clear-cutting, etc.—can be attributed
to not believing in fairies anymore, I can see why some people scoff. But Jefferson is
demonstrating a Neshnabé cosmological experience of space and place as it relates to
climate change. Indigenous Great Lakes cosmology situates agency differently than
Western science in ways that explain climate change as not just the result of poor
ecological management strategies, but of larger issues of ontology. Neshnabé categories
of being and relationships to place cannot be separated from climate change studies in
order to understand how they see themselves in the future.
Davis (2014), as well as Todd (2017), explain that settlers are especially anxious
about climate change, species extinction, resource depletion, and social unrest in the
Anthropocene. The uncanny processes of toxic waste, global temperature rises in the
ocean and air, and extreme weather catastrophes are just a few examples that comprise
anthropogenic anxiety. Coupled with deep time geological studies that show that global
climate change is linked with multiple mass extinctions on Earth44, it is no wonder why
anthropogenic climate change is anxiety-inducing. Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing’s (2017) Arts
of Living on a Damaged Planet is a book written in two parts: Monsters and Ghosts. The
reader must physically turn the book upside down in order to read both. It reminds me of
a developmental milestone my son is currently in whereby he feels the need to see the

44

the Ordovician-Silurian Extinction, the Late Devonian Extinction, the Permian-Triassic Extinction, the
Triassic-Jurassic Extinction, and the Cretaceous-Paleogene Extinction
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world in a variety of different perspectives. This includes, among other things, physically
altering his body by hanging upside down and twirling around in a circle while focusing
on one point in the sky. Like the physical awkwardness of the book, the collection is
comprised of multidisciplinary approaches to understanding climate change from authors
in fields one wouldn’t normally interact with such as biologists and medical doctors. In
Monsters, researchers describe the ways in which humans are entangled with nonhumans,
and the ways in which human actions have been damaging in a multiplicity of ways.
Ghosts exposes the evidence of the less obvious forms of damage, principally the
unnoticed presence(s) of “ghosts,” such as the channelized waterways I describe later in
this chapter, the lack of Native peoples in science fiction explained in Chapter 4 of this
dissertation, and the swans mentioned in the beginning of this chapter. The editors
explain that ghosts and monsters serve as analytical points from which critical
conversations emerge to challenge humanity as the primary agent to address climate
change. They explain:
In dialectical fashion, ghosts and monsters unsettle anthropos, the Greek term for
“human,” from its presumed center stage in the Anthropocene by highlighting the
webs of histories and bodies from which all life, including human life, emerges.
Rather than imagining phantasms outside of natural history, the monsters and
ghosts of this book are observable parts of the world. We learn them through
multiple practices of knowing, from vernacular to official science, and draw
inspiration from both the arts and sciences to work across genres of observation
and storytelling (M3).
Alternative to settler anxieties about climate change, Indigenous experiences with
issues attributed to the Anthropocene are different; Indigenous communities have already
undergone loss of place, access to resources, species extinction, and dire social unrest as
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a result of settler-colonialism. They continue to live with those consequences today.
Potawatomi Philosopher Kyle Whyte (2018:226) explains:
Different forms of colonialism, of course, whether through environmental
destruction, land dispossession or forced relocation, have ended Indigenous
peoples’ local relationships to thousands of plants, animals, insects, and entire
ecosystems. While these relationships often continue to be enacted through
Indigenous peoples’ living memories, heritage, “felt knowledges” (Million 2013),
social identities (e.g. clans), and philosophies, they have stopped as relationships
involving direct ecological interaction.
Indigenous peoples are ahead of the curve in terms of processing the emotional shock and
trauma of cataclysmic environmental and social devastation. Indigenous communities are
not exclusively engaging with psychologically working through this Anthropoceneinduced anxiety the way mainstream ecologists are.
Similar to Clifford’s account of the Tlingit octopus story and Jefferson’s
explanation of Little People, stories are the most effective way Indigenous peoples have
to leverage their knowledge systems in diverse settings. Stories have the capacity to
inform, entertain, inspire, and influence behavior. Stories have agentive power. In an
Neshnabé perspective, stories can do all these things, not just to other people, but to
animals, unknown entities, “spirits,” and other other-than-human beings. Melissa K.
Nelson’s (Turtle Mountain Chippewa) “The Hydromythology of the Anishinaabég: Will
Mishipizu Survive Climate Change, or is He Creating It?” turns both the Western
understandings of climate change and humanity’s power to address it on its head. As a
powerful mnedo, “Mishipizu is a protector of natural resources and a mediator between
the water, land, and sky beings” (2013:213). These “hydromyths” as she calls them, as
well as other Indigenous stories, are used to understand contemporary issues, including
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environmental issues. Mishipizu or the “Great Lynx,” “Underwater Serpent,” and other
names, can be benevolent or malevolent, but powerful either way. Living in the water,
Mishipizu can help or destroy; So, respect and maintaining ecological balance especially
in relation to the water is crucial. Nelson’s use of Mishipizu and “trickster logic” is a
form of imagining the future in a Neshnabé way: using Indigenous knowledge systems to
understand cosmo-ecological processes and possibilities for the future.
Another way that Neshnabé stories articulate the future in relation to climate
change is through prophesies about Bgwëthnėnė. Kyle Malott once told me in an
interview:

Kyle: “So there's a story of the Great Flood. One of the interpretations is that before the
flood, we were all those creatures. We were all those bigfoot kind of people. And so,
when the flood came, it wiped out a lot of them, but not all of them. And, so the ones that
you see now, those are those ones that survived. But they're still carrying on our old, old,
old ways. So when somebody sees them, they're trying to tell us something, help ‘em out.
Um, but the reason the flood happened is because the Neshnabék started to get lazy. But
they still hold on to all that knowledge.”

Bgwëthnėnė, the Bodwèwadmimwen word for “bigfoot,” “yeti” or “wild man”
(Benton-Banai 2010; Keith Smith, traditional healer, personal communication on 2
November 2018), is important not just colloquially in Neshnabé culture, but for Neshnabé
conceptions of potential futures. A traditional story, which I will not relay in its entirety
here for cultural reasons, recounts that Bgwëthnėnė—the wild man, the one who lives
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alone, who makes no wigwam, nor has a community, and the one who taught the original
man how to live—will one day raise up all Neshnabék to the clouds, somewhere beyond
Earth at the end of the world. Afterward, when the Earth has healed itself, they will be
lowered back down to receive instructions on how to live again from Bgwëthnėnė. This
story sticks with the traditional people in the Neshnabé I visited as they become anxious
about global warming, dangerous oil and gas pipelines, and even coral reef bleaching;
they turn to traditional stories to know how to act in the face of contemporary issues.
Stories about Neshnabé other-than-human relatives use traditional understandings
of inter-species relationships to make sense of environmental trauma, humanity’s
requisite humility, and the place of human responsibility moving forward into the future.
What has been written about inter-species relationships so far has focused strictly on very
material organisms. I am adding to that conversation that interspecies relationships
between humans and supernatural beings must also be considered. These different kinds
of beings can teach us about interspecies relationships that other kinds of living
organisms don’t. While Neshnabé stories about “mythical” beings such as pa'isêk,
Mishipizu, and Bgwëtthnėnė recognize their spiritual agency in the context of
anthropogenic climate change that seems irreversibly cataclysmic, that does not mean
that tribes in the Great Lakes region are not engaging in projects of reversing climate
change in material ways.

Ecological Revitalization
When Americans first settled in the Great Lakes area they spent a massive amount
of time, energy, and resources into straightening out or “channelizing” the naturally
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meandering rivers and streams. This was disastrous for water biodiversity, since these
projects destroyed aquatic habitats and sent a lot of marine ecologies into environmental
regime changes with adverse consequences that environmental ecologists still cannot
fully account for. This straightening out of the waterways was beneficial for capitalism,
because when logging was a more significant enterprise in the late 1800s until the 1930s,
companies sent their products barreling down streams for easy transport. This commerce
further disrupted marine life, and even destroyed the few remaining wild rice paddies that
Indigenous communities relied on.
In the late 1800s and early 1900s logging was a substantial industry in Michigan.
Before trucks and railways could transport the logs to mills and other processing areas,
they had to be floated down rivers. So, hundreds of wetland areas in Michigan were
channelized for this form of log transportation to be possible.
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Figure 18 - Michigan logging practices in the early 20th century. Source: Michigan State University
Archives.

This terraforming practice was detrimental to life in and near all waters.
Now, tribes in my research are taking on projects to re-meander the rivers and
streams. One project is currently being completed on the Dowagiac river on Pokagon
Potawatomi tribal lands. During my preliminary fieldwork in October 2015, I remember
finding the site where the Dowagiac River was being revitalized to be very unromantic.
When one thinks of ecological revitalization, front loaders and backhoes posed next to
new dredges and piles of dirt aren’t the first things to come to mind. This was one of the
sites that the Pokagon Band was trying to “re-meander” to restore wetlands to their
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natural state. In 2011 the Pokagon Band DNR began work on remeandering the
Dowagiac River. Jennifer Kanine, Director for the Pokagon Band DNR explains:
The thought was that remeandering the river would provide a more intact
ecological system, versus the currently straight and dredged Dowagiac River…
Right now, the river is straightened, it’s dredged, it’s got deep banks, it’s
disconnected from its flood plain. It’s a very flashy system when it rains, so by
putting the river back into its meander bends, what you are doing is reconnecting
it to its flood plains. You are slowing down that water, and you are helping filter
that water that comes through that area (Leader Publications 2018).
Remeandering the Dowagiac River creates more niches for plant and animal species such
as salmon, turtles, snakes, and even wild rice—a traditional food source for Neshnabé
peoples. Overall, meandering rivers are more beneficial to flora and fauna and are
significantly less prone to flash flooding. The temperatures of the water are more stable
and meandering rivers are more resistant to harmful invasive species.
As the physical scars of channelization are rerouted for more healthy meandering
waterways, the ways in which capitalism and extractive industries are marked on the
landscape is rewritten. Environmental historians similarly read the landscape in ways
which tease apart the layers of human interactions that left their marks on the Earth.
Sandhya Ganapathy (2013:98) explains that “the work of environmental historians has
illuminated the ways that particular landscapes are formed through natural processes and
complex historical events.” One ethnography that demonstrates this argument is Jake
Kosek’s, Understories (2007). In this ethnography, he reveals how histories of
dispossession and cultural politics can be read on the landscape. One example he offers is
the 2000 Los Alamos fire. What began as a prescribed forest burning on May 4, 2000 on
Cerro Grande Peak became the most damaging fire in the history of the state of New
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Mexico at the time45, “consuming more than 47,000 acres of forest, destroying 239
homes, displacing 400 families, and sending 11,000 people from Los Alamos and 25,000
more from White Rock, Española, Santa Clara Pueblo, San Ildefonso Pueblo, and
Chimayó from their homes” (Kosek 2006:267-268). Through a series of land grant
dispossessions by the U.S. government from Hispano farming communities, families lost
their access to natural resources.
Another result of this dispossession was the ecological regime change of forests in
the region. Dry undergrowth, which was managed and cleared away by Hispano farmers
for generations, was allowed to grow after they were denied access to land by the U.S.
settler colonial government. Instead of conserving a “pristine forest wilderness,” what the
negation of Indigenous and Hispano access to forest resources did was to create a
“tinderbox effect” of dry undergrowth that would later fuel the most destructive fire in
New Mexico’s history (Kosek 2006:267). Like the tinderbox effect in Kosek’s research,
channelized waterways in the Great Lakes can be read like texts on the land and tell the
stories of extractive industries.
My introduction to the issue of straightened rivers was via a discussion about wild
rice with Roger LaBine (Lac Vieux Desert Band of Lake Superior Chippewa Indians)
back in 2015. Roger is known as a “Rice Chief” in his community. When I first met him,
he was facilitating a wild rice processing workshop with non-Native students at the
Goodwillie Environmental School in Grand Rapids, MI on behalf of the non-tribal Great
Lakes Lifeways Institute. He explained to me that one of the species most affected by
channelization was wild rice.
45

It has since been surpassed by the Los Conchos fire and Whitewater-Baldy fire.
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Wild rice was such an important staple food source for Neshnabé peoples as it
could be stored for long periods of time, grew in abundance, and is very nutritious. The
Neshnabé word for wild rice is manoomin or in Potawatomi mnomen meaning the “good
seed.” Wild rice served either sweet with maple syrup and berries or savory with game
meat is a dish used in Midéwiwin ceremonies as feast food. In fact, mnomen plays such a
significant part in Neshnabé cosmology that it is part of our origin stories. One of those
stories is the Neshnabé migration from the east coast of North America. It is said that at
one time the Potawatomi, Odawa, and Ojibwe were all one people living in present-day
Nova Scotia and Maine. They received instructions from prophets who told them that
new people were coming to this land. These new people would bring disease and
violence. Before this was to happen, Neshnabék were to migrate down the Saint
Lawrence Seaway to “the place where food grows on water.” That food was wild rice.
And as these ancient Neshnabék “followed the migis shell” in the direction of the Great
Lakes, different communities broke off and became later identified as Odawa or Ojibwe.
The following map was translated from traditional birch bark scrolls etched with
pictographs and read in ceremony at Midewiwin Lodges.
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Figure 19 - Map showing route of Neshnabé Migration from The Mishomis Book: The Voice of the Ojibway
(2010) by Edward Benton-Banai (Grand Chief of the Three Fires Midewiwin Lodge).

In tandem with re-meandering rivers, the Pokagon Band is also involved in wild
rice revitalization. This is a laborious process which has existed in several different
methods—some more successful than others. The most successful involved purchasing
immature rice “transplants” from other Neshnabé communities with more established
wild rice resources in Michigan. In the summer of 2017, while seven months pregnant, I
helped transplant some of these “rice babies” in a lake on Pokagon tribal lands. In the
photograph below, wild rice sprouts are gently laid on top of the water. Oars are used to
shove the roots down into the mucky lake bottom just off the shores of the lake.
Summers in Michigan are humid, unforgiving, and repressive. The rubber muck
boots and suffocating life vest on my thick pregnant body made the heat worse. But
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occasionally the two other women with whom I helped transplant rice found respite in the
gift of gentle breezes that tickled our sweat. An elder would later praise our efforts in rice
transplanting. She exclaimed, “Aw, little Miksani’s been ricing already!” Her comment
motioned toward my future child’s participation in ecological revitalization and the
implication that he would continue to do so in the future. Two years later as I write this,
only some of the rice has taken root. It will likely take several years of intensive
transplanting before sustainable growth occurs.

Figure 20 - Transplanting wild rice. Photo taken by Pokagon DNR employee. June 2017.

Despite some set-backs in transplanting wild rice on Pokagon tribal lands (or
waters), the tribe still hosts wild rice processing “camps” so that Potawatomi people do
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not forget these traditional ways of preparing heritage foods. By purchasing or receiving
as gifts bags of unprocessed wild rice from other Neshnabé communities, the Pokagon
Band shares with its citizens how it is done. The photographs below show two of the four
steps of the process that includes: blanching the rice in large copper kettles over a fire,
“dancing” the rice to shift the rice loose from its husks, winnowing the rice in birch trays
so that the husks float into the air leaving behind the heavier rice contents in the tray, and
finally manually de-husking the rest of the rice by hand.
Blanching is my favorite step. Stirring the rice with a wooden paddle is meditative
and the sweet smell of rice combined with the occasional “pop” sound of some of the
kernels connects me to my ancestors. I can feel their labor through my clumsy efforts to
process the rice myself. Blanching also offers another reward in the form of an occasional
snack. Blanching is meant to loosen the husks from the rice inside. But high heat results
in a few popped kernels instead. Popped rice tastes a lot like popcorn. One can often
catch the occasional rice thief helping themselves to some of the white puffs, tossing
them in their mouth when they think no one was looking.
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Figure 21 - Blanching wild rice. Photograph by Author, 2017.

“Dancing” the rice is a bit more difficult. The dancer holds themselves up with
two cedar poles on either side of their body while they gracefully use their rice moccasins
to massage the warm oblong pebbles laid out on a leather mat on the ground. When done
properly, dancing the rice results in de-husked rice and few broken kernels. Maintaining a
balance between leveraging the weight of one’s body without snapping the rice in half is
an exercise that puts any “cross fit” workout to shame. Because dancers wear special
moccasins for this process, they cannot leave the leather mat. Doing so would soil the
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rice. So, participants in the rice camp do their best to look after the dancer, checking in on
them and offering them water.

Figure 22 - Winnowing wild rice. Photograph by Author, 2017.

Winnowing challenges ricers’ dexterity. This step is meant to fully de-husk the
remaining kernels of rice by sifting the rice in midair. Using the momentum of the birch
bark winnowing tray, the ricer must toss the rice into the air in a way which allows the
light husks to float away, while quickly catching the remaining rice in the tray without
dropping any. The sound of rice being sifted about reminds me of gentle static sounds
used in infants’ “white noise” machines to put them to sleep. I imagined this calming
sound, combined with the fresh fall air when ricing camp traditionally takes place, lulling
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countless generations of infants to sleep in their cradleboards attached to their mother’s
backs.
Ecological revitalization projects such as re-meandering rivers and transplanting
wild rice are agentive in actualizing Neshnabé futurisms as conducting ceremony or
mnedokazwek, whereby mnedo are being called to conduct a specific purpose. The
interplay of different forms of Neshnabé animate and inanimate story-telling advances
Indigenous eco-politics in the Great Lakes region. These stories catalyze material change
in the forms of re-meandering rivers and revitalizing wild rice. Like reclaiming space
argued in chapter 1, traditional stories that contextualize present-day ecological issues
combined with ecological revitalization projects are constitutive of Neshnabé futurisms.
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Timeslip Interlude 2
Midéwiwin Women’s Water Walks
“[P]rophets and prophecies
do not predict the future, nor
are they mystical, ahistorical
occurrences. They are simply
diagnoses of the times in
which we live, and visions of
what must be done to get
free” (Estes 2019:14). - Nick
Estes (Lakota) Our History is
the Future
On August 30th, 2014 at around 5 o’clock on a chilly Michigan morning,
Neshnabé women, mostly from the Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians, organized at
the edge of Rodgers Lake on tribal lands in Dowagiac for the seventh annual Sunrise
Ceremony and Women’s Water Walk. The initial Pipe Ceremony46 lasted about three
hours and was followed by a short feast before we began an approximately thirteen-mile
walk around from Gage Lake to Rodgers Lake. Both lakes are located on tribal lands, but
the properties are separated by most of the non-reservation lands in the town of
Dowagiac. Elders conducting the ceremony invoked contemporary environmental issues,
mostly those related to hydro-fracking in the region, and continued to weave political
discussions throughout the service.
Facilitators of the various ceremonies that are conducted before Water Walks are
involved in political activism. For instance, one of the elders active in the Women’s
Water Walk movement, Andy Jackson, also leads the Domestic Violence Awareness

46

In addition to not having permission to describe the specific ceremonial protocol, it is not necessary to
explain in detail the Pipe Ceremony or the Women’s Water Ceremony for the purposes of this paper.
Instead, I focus on the political entanglements in which these practices are embedded.
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Team in southwestern Michigan. In addition to being on the Pokagon Band tribal council,
she initiated the “Purple Shawl Project.” This project is a dance demonstration and a
political mobilization. Women make their own shawls with traditional Potawatomi
appliqué designs and coordinate a dance demonstration typically at pow wows in the area
in order to encourage discussions and action around women’s issues. Most years the
purple shawl project has specifically focused on passing the Violence against Women Act
(VAWA) in partnership with the National Congress of American Indians (NCAI)47.

Figure 23 - Men and women gather at the edge of Gage Street Lake after the Sunrise Ceremony and
prepare for a thirteen-mile Water Walk. Photo by Author, September 2018.

Women’s Water Walks use ceremony to call attention to multiple political

47

The Pokagon Band has been extremely active in NCAI. The council funds tribal youth to go to all NCAI
meetings, and as a result, most of the NCAI youth office positions are held by Pokagons (about 4 officers)
at the time of this writing.
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projects while deploying a brand of Neshnabé spiritual and political ethics about how to
be a good human. While the official purpose of the walk is “to honor the waters of the
Pokagon Band homelands” (Pokégnek Bodéwadmik 2014), the larger political context in
which this tribally-based activity is embedded is multifaceted. Women’s Water Walks are
not just Indigenous-flavored protest walks against one or two concrete issues. The
multiple activities and projects which depart from, but are conceptually oriented around
the Women’s Water Ceremony, fold in politics of domestic violence as well as ecological
issues. The annual Sunrise Ceremony and Women’s Water Walk were started by female
elders in our community. Specifically, this political movement was birthed in “the lodge”
by the late, Josephine Mandamin(ben)48. The lodge or lodges are gathering sites for
ceremonies and teachings throughout all Neshnabé communities. Neshnabé women’s
relationship to water is very important, as we are taught that women contain water within
us that is directly linked to the wellbeing of our children. Similarly, women lead the
water ceremony before Lodge doings, and cleanse the water that is included in the Little
Boy Water Drum that is also used in Midéwiwin ceremonies. The health of the water on
the land is seen as directly linked to the health of our community. This is a central
understanding that is repeated in personal teachings, community events, workshops, and
presentations by Neshnabé peoples. In fact, the sacredness of water became the
predominant politics in the famous Standing Rock protests starting in April 2016.
“There is prayer in suffering,” Rhonda Purcell tells me. In the fall of 2015, she
reflected upon a Water Walk she participated in about a month earlier. “You get to mile

The suffix “ben” is used when naming Neshnabé folks who have recently passed away. The use of ben at
the end of a recently deceased person’s name prevents “calling them back” from their journey into the spirit
world.
48
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six, seven, eight, and you’re like ‘Ok I’m good. I’m done. I’m exhausted, hungry, sore,
and I want to stop.’ But—” she says, “that’s when you pray. That’s when your prayers
are the most powerful. You pray for those who have no clean water, who are fighting to
keep toxic fracking off their lands and out of their children’s blood.” Rhonda, introduced
in Chapter 3 as a Pokagon Citizen and Language Program Manager, is a member of the
Three Fire Midéwiwin Lodge and spiritual leader, although she is relatively young for
such a title. Her work in cultural and language revitalization, as well as her dedicated
efforts to constantly increase her traditional knowledge through visiting other Neshnabé
communities and various Midéwiwin and Big Drum Lodges, justifies her role as a
spiritual leader. Her remark that “there is prayer in suffering” is paralleled by other
Neshnabé practices such as fasting.
In the spring of 2019 I participated in my first fast. Traditionally, a fast would last
for four days and four nights. An individual is instructed to make a modest camp in the
forest and go without food, water, or sleep. “We’re much weaker than our ancestors.”
Jason S. Wesaw, former Pokagon Band Tribal Historic Preservation Officer, explains to
me. “So, we start off with one or two nights, and build up our stamina every year.” I went
out for one day and one night, but it was difficult. More than the hunger, thirst or
exhaustion, the boredom eats away at one’s resolve. “There is prayer in suffering,” I
repeated to myself. Fasting’s purpose is to cleanse and spiritually mature a person. But it
is also a practice meant to increase the potency of one’s prayers. A person who
participates in a fast is metaphorically and literally dying. Due to this flirtation with
death, the faster is closer to the spirit world where prayers are mobilized by mnedowêk
and ancestors. Fasting, then, is a way of giving back to one’s community as one prays for
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the health and wellness of their relatives.
In terms of the relationship between Women’s Water Ceremony and larger
ecological issues, hydro-fracking initiatives in the state of Michigan have been central to
recent Indigenous political mobilizations. While the state of Michigan has a long history
of Indigenous dispossession, removal, violence, and ecological issues, the most salient
topic of hydro-fracking can be temporally located to 2010. This year marked a record in
terms of the state, which leased the most land to oil and gas companies, mostly for the
purposes of hydro-fracking (Sierra Club 2014). This method of natural gas extraction
from shale formations has numerous adverse effects on the environment, mostly relating
to the water supply of large populated regions.
Hydro-fracking, while it has existed since 1949, has significantly increased in
frequency in recent years due to more efficient and cheaper techniques of drilling (Rush
2010:27). This is problematic, because the risks associated with hydro-fracking include
chemical contamination of drinking water (not to mention water used in agriculture),
spills (which are quite frequent), and infinite forms of aggregate chronic contamination
over time (Rush 2010:27). Additionally, tribal nations are reporting that chemicals used
in hydro-fracking are carcinogens, resulting in higher rates of tribal members with cancer
and other health issues as a result (Manthos and Darling 2013). What is more, due to the
highly limited provisions for environmental protection through laws like NEPA and
NHPA, (which only apply to undertakings on public land or that require a federal permit),
adverse effects from hydro-fracking can extend for thousands of miles from the drill site
on to private and tribal lands (Rush 2010:28). This legal reality makes it impossible for
tribes to refuse these undertakings or even have a voice in how these projects are
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implemented. For these reasons, environmental issues specifically revolving around
hydro-fracking have been taken up so vehemently by Indigenous activists in the Great
Lakes region through Women’s Water Walks. But, as already stated, more than political
demonstrations, Women’s Water Walks embedded within them a web of ceremonial and
ecological ethics that are meant to instruct and encourage Neshnabé peoples to be healthy
and constructive humans in the future.

Organic Intellectualism
Sitting near a cliff on the coast of Lake Superior where the Three Fires Lodge
used to hold their ceremonial doings,49 I was startled by seeing Winona LaDuke. As
someone whose work I use a lot and whose activism I admire, I was a bit starstruck
seeing her there, especially since I did not know she attended that particular Lodge. I
caught the attention of a couple women next to me when I blurted out,

“Is that Winona LaDuke?!”
“Who?” one of the women asked, seeming annoyed.
“Winona LaDuke.” I clarified.
“Who is that?”
“A famous author and environmental activist.” I explained.
Without hesitation she said, “Activist? So? All of us here are.”

49

Near the beginning of this research the location by the cliff became geologically unstable, and therefore
too dangerous to hold ceremony.
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Unphased by LaDuke’s fame for both her academic and political work, ceremonial
leaders from the Midéwiwin Lodge made clear that everyone’s work at the Lodge was
important.
By articulating the concerns and desires of multiple Neshnabé communities, the
political activities of the Midéwiwin Lodge are forms of organic intellectualism. Women
associated with the Midéwiwin Lodge are enacting a type of politics which privileges
Neshnabé ways of knowing about the environment through ceremony and water walks in
order to protest hydro-fracking, pollution from tiles in upstream farms, and other
environmental issues. These activists play an important role when viewed as organic
intellectuals instead of in terms of cultural revitalization as they have been in the past.
Gramsci states that everyone is an intellectual, because everyone thinks and
possesses a conception of the world; what determines the productive nature of intellectual
activity, however, is the role or the position that intellectuals occupy in society
(1959:121). That is, intellectuals are specialists and they occupy a specific place within
the relations of production. Furthermore, their intellectual “work,” whether that is in
science or filmmaking, must be understood within a specific relation to the state or the
contemporaneous hegemonic forces in that society (Gramsci 1959:118). These theoretical
foundations set up his argument that there exist two types of intellectuals: traditional
intellectuals and organic intellectuals.
Before proceeding with an explanation of these two types of intellectuals, it must
be noted that Gramsci’s use of the term “organic” references a lot of analytical work he
did, specifically in the section of The Modern Prince on “The Study of Philosophy and
Historical Materialism.” Organicism has to do with the theory-praxis nexus which
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Gramsci discusses in terms of the relationship between the intellectual arena of
philosophy and the concrete expressions of politics. In speaking against this dichotomy,
Gramsci argued that intellectual activity (i.e. philosophical activity) can be “organically”
tied to real world events, politics, circumstances, etc. (1959:61). This development of the
term “organic” can be easily overlooked, especially since Gramsci ultimately concludes
that all philosophical activity is essentially political (1959:61). But this explanation of
organicism is important, because it is what informs his conception of one of his most
famous theoretical interventions: the concept of the organic intellectual. To emphasize
this point it is worth quoting Gramsci at length; he states:
[O]rganism of thought and cultural solidarity could only have been brought about if there
had existed between the intellectuals and the simple people that unity which there should
have been between theory and practice; if, that is, the intellectuals had been organically
the intellectuals of those masses, if they had elaborated and made coherent the principles
and problems which those masses posed by their practical activity, in this way
constituting a cultural and social bloc” (1959:64).
This excerpt articulates several important things. The first is that organism50 or
organicism results from the marriage of intellectual philosophical activity with the needs
and concerns of a subaltern class (he was talking here about engagement with southern
Italian peasants). Next, this marriage of philosophy and subaltern concerns relates to the
relationship between theory and practice. By making coherent the concerns of the
subaltern class, intellectuals are the principle “organizers” of social activity. Finally, by
way of this organization, a new intellectual “bloc” can be developed and mobilized as a
counter-hegemonic force. Crehan (2002:95) synthesizes this idea by stating, “A class
which is unable to produce its own intellectuals is unable to transform itself into a
Translations of Gramsci’s work typically use the term “organism,” however I use organicism because
organism is a biological term.
50
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hegemonic force.” Therefore, organic intellectuals speak to a subaltern class and work to
mobilize effectively their class consciousness in order to institute a new, more desired
hegemony.
A similar argument of organic intellectualism and Indigenous activism was made
by Waskar Ari (2014) in his historical ethnography, Earth Politics. The Bolivian
Indigenous activists in his research effectively integrated traditional Amaya religious
ideas with political claims in a larger effort to deploy “a project of decolonization”
(2014:2). Part of the way in which the activists in Ari’s research did this is through
employing a “‘politics of memory’” or “a system of ideas and strategies that used history
and memory to influence the present” (2014:36). Anishinaabé author Leanne Simpson
argues in Dancing on Our Turtle’s Back that:
One of the most crucial tasks presently facing Indigenous nations is the continued
creation of individuals and assemblages of people who can think in culturally
inherent ways… [W]e need intellectuals who can think within the conceptual
meanings of the language, who are intrinsically connected to place and territory,
who exist in the world as an embodiment of contemporary expressions of our
ancient stories and traditions, and that illuminate mino bimaadiziwin51 in all
aspects of their lives (Simpson 2014b:31).
By drawing from Midéwiwin ancestral teachings and ceremonial knowledge in tandem
with political discussions at Water Walk events, these Neshnabé activists are organic
intellectuals.

Another Kind of Water Walk

the Anishinaabémowin phrase often translated as “the good life” or the “good/healthy path/way of
being.”
51
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Grant Poole is the Water Quality Specialist for the Pokagon Band of Potawatomi
Indians Department of Natural Resources. He’s been working there for nearly ten years.
Before that he worked for the Little River Band of Ottawa Indians as an Aquatic
Researcher for almost eight years. I like his name, because it’s an apropos pun for his line
of work. He spends a lot of his time managing statistical data at his computer or standing
in water ways taking samples and measurements. His main responsibility as he explains it
is managing the water quality program in using the Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) Clean Water Act 106 funds and tribal funds to monitor lakes and streams on tribal
property. He collects biological, physical, and chemical data on those water bodies and
then compares that against water quality standards the tribe has adopted to see how
healthy the waters are in terms of contact with humans or biological populations. As an
intern for the Pokagon Band DNR in 2017, I assisted Grant in organizing his data tables
which contained things like “turbidity” and “riparian” zones—data collected from
subjective observations and standardized into numerable codes to track change over time.
Grant collects these data on a monthly basis by gearing up in tall heavy muck
boots, water resistant overalls and a slew of measuring equipment that he packs in a
government vehicle. When I accompanied him, it took us all day long to measure five
waterways (Although I could have been slowing him down as I was seven months
pregnant at the time). Some of the waterways were easy to get to. I remember one in
particular that was located in a park and had an easy descent via shallow river rocks and
wispy trees that hung overhead. Other areas, however, were only accessible by trekking
through barely marked pathways in the woods with mosquitos flying past one’s ear
constantly. Those waterways were mucky and not at all picturesque. I sensed that
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researchers like Grant were the only ones who visited these inaccessible forgotten
streams.
What I noticed in the meticulousness of Grant’s work was that there are
significant disconnects between the everyday work of natural resource management
professionals and those of ceremonial leaders active in political movements like
Women’s Water Walks. Both groups care deeply about the health of the local water, but
had very different methods for expressing that care. Despite this difference, alike with
Water Walkers Grant, too, was concerned about the way water quality was being
legislated.

Grant: The tribe has adopted the state of Michigan's water quality standards and those-The state of Michigan water quality standards have to be equal to or greater protection
than what the EPA's overall water quality standards are.
Blaire: Oh okay. In what ways do you feel like it's greater than or is it ever?
Grant: Um, it's not too much greater than, I mean… They've adopted the Wetlands 404
Program and they've added some narratives for turbidity. So I would say it's slightly
greater than but it's not extremely greater. The EPA has told us they're actually out of
compliance in some areas.
Blaire: Oh really? What areas?
Grant: Mainly because the state of Michigan has put a moratorium on passing waterrelated updates, rulesBlaire: Okay.
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Grant: -and so until that moratorium is removed the [Department of Environmental
Quality] is kind of stuck with what the current laws are saying.
Blaire: Okay. I'm unfamiliar with that process. Like, what would a moratorium prevent
you-- Like, it puts a block on certain information or what's that exactly?
Grant: Yeah. Like, the officials in the state of Michigan put a block on any new changes
to Michigan laws related to water issues… It's always been a question I had but, you
know, we wear so many hats here it's like finding the time to-to go chase that down. I
haven't done that yet.

Grant explains that while information is being generated as a result of meticulous
water quality measurements and tracking these data over time, there actually isn’t much
that can be done with the data tribes produce. Because of the moratorium, which has been
in place since at least 2015, any significant changes in water quality go into a legislative
void. And to top it off, Grant explained that the state of Michigan is skeptical of data
generated by tribes. So, despite copious amounts of empirical data collected and analyzed
at the tribal level that are both valid and legible by the state, it can’t be mobilized to
protect reservation lands or water.
Despite successes in terms of community cohesion around cultural doings and
political mobilization, Women’s Water Walks and the activists who lead them could be
more effective in their mission by findings way to use empirical data around water
generated by tribal governments. Women’s Water Walks were initiated by a history of
political activism in the 1960s and 1970s (specifically AIM) that are integrated into
ceremonial Midéwiwin Lodges and contemporary environmental issues related to water.
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Activists and ceremonial leaders identified areas where Neshnabé voices where not being
heard in extractive undertakings like hydro-fracking. So, they leveraged their ceremonial
knowledge in order to create cultural and political space for Neshnabé ethics. The result
was a growing and ever evolving political movement grounded in Neshnabé traditional
knowledge and values. If conventional ways of using environmental data are currently
moot as Grant suggests, there are opportunities for Water Walkers to co-opt these data for
their political projects. Some of these data are being produced by their own tribal
governments, yet there is a disconnect between these two forms of intellectual activity—
empirical data on the one hand, and traditional knowledge mobilized in Water Walks on
the other. While there are areas of opportunity for the Midéwiwin Water Walks and tribal
intervention in ecological management, both projects are catalyzed by the promise of
how their actions positively affect the future.
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Chapter 3 | Ways of Knowing
When I stare too long at the
world with science eyes, I see
an afterimage of traditional
knowledge” (Kimmerer
2013:46). - Robin Wall
Kimmerer (Potawatomi)
Braiding Sweetgrass
Knowledge and the land are intricately connected in Neshnabé worldview. In this
dissertation I have used the phrase Neshnabé ké, which I translate as Potawatomi
homeland. Ké refers to earth or homeland in Potawatomi. The Potawatomi word for
teaching is kénomagé or learning and teaching through relationships to the earth.
Knowledge and wisdom are developed by maintaining healthy relationships with the
environment and the community one lives in (Gross 2014).
John Pigeon is a traditional teacher in the larger Potawatomi community of
Michigan. His family is known for their black ash baskets, but he’s also taught
workshops in other areas such as maple sugar paddle making and harvest walks. During
one unexpected visit to the Department of Language and Culture in September of 2018,
John brought a stalk with lime-shaped pods that looked dry and were slightly cracked
open. He sat me and three of my co-workers in one of the meeting rooms and said,
“Every breath you take matters. Milkweed is a good teacher that way.” He used the stalk
of milkweed to guide his instruction about doing work for our community—what he
considered important work though it is often criticized and underappreciated by tribal
citizens. John took the stalk and swung it and back and forth swiftly over his head,
releasing dozens of feathered seed pods that slowly rained down on our heads and laps
like snow. It was beautiful. “Most ktthëkoman (American person, literally meaning long
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knife) think these are weeds. This part here is very nutritious.” He ate one of the contents
of the pods—a small fleshy bit left over after the feathered seeds were emptied out. “But
when I was little my mom used to make us pick these tall stalks and swirl it in the air so
that the little feathered seeds could blow around in the wind. This way, the milkweed
grows back year after year and the monarch butterflies have something to munch on.
Nowadays I take my grandkids out and we plant to seeds. ‘Mshomes’ (Grandpa) they ask
me ‘we plant these so we can harvest them next year, right?’ ‘No, grandson, we plant
them, because it’s the right thing to do.’” John’s milkweed teaching that day was about
the importance of doing good work with integrity even if one does not have an audience
or does not immediately reap the benefits of such work. In doing so, one learns to live
mno bmadzewen or the good life. What his teaching also exemplified is that land and
nature are foundations to Anishinaabe “ways of knowing” also known as traditional
knowledge.
Milkweed is an integral part of the ecology in Michigan. Dozens of beetles and
other insects eat or lay their eggs on the plant. The Potawatomi word for milkweed is
nėnwesh or “male plant.” Elders in the Pokagon community joke about the sexual nature
of the name given the white sap that oozes from the stalk. The first time I heard that
explanation during an interview with elder women back in 2015 I turned red from
embarrassment while they all laughed. Bodwéwadmimwen is a very descriptive language
after all. Despite the crude Potawatomi name and euphemism for milkweed, the
Neshnabé practice of dispersing milkweed is a form of traditional knowledge which
situates humans as agents in the well-being of the ecology. There is a balance of taking
and giving in Neshnabé philosophies of mno bmadzewen. Milkweed is harvested in the
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spring, but its dispersal is aided by humans in the fall. According to elders, Neshnabék
have been doing this since time immemorial. This practice is relevant to specific
ecologies and developed as a result of generations of observation, experimentation, and
documentation. In other words, traditional knowledge, like milkweed dispersal and
harvesting practices, is inter-generational, context-specific, and rigorous. But how is
traditional knowledge situated within anthropological scholarship and what makes it
different from other knowledge regimes?

Traditional Knowledge Systems
I encountered in my research an idea that one could “have” traditional knowledge
or not. Most respected Pokagon elders, when asked, didn’t feel like they had any
traditional knowledge worth sharing. Marcus, the Director of Pokagon Language and
Culture Department explains:

Marcus: “Yeah, the old ones are goofy like that. My mom's like that. The first time I
ever had milkweed soup was-- Goffy from Prairie Band Potawatomi was up here and she
made some for a feast and I ate it. I was like, ‘Oh my god, this is awesome. What is it?’
She said, ‘Well, that's milkweed soup.’ I was like, ‘Oh, my God.’ I went home and,
‘Mom, I had this soup, it's called the milkweed soup, it was so good.’ She said, ‘Oh, you
know, that's nice.’ Talk about it every time. Every time I see Goffy, I ask for a bowl,
always talk about it. Fast forward maybe five years or so, um, mom’s talking, she’s
talking about a story and she says something about, ‘Yeah that’s when they used to have
us go pick milkweed and we had to do it before a certain time of the year because then
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you can’t pick it no more.’ And I was like, ‘Wait a minute, what?’ She was like, ‘Yeah,
Mom used to have to go pick the leaves all the time and then we make the soup.’ I'm like,
‘Mom, do you not remember me five years ago ranting and raving about milkweed soup
and how awesome it was and this, this, and that and here this whole time you knew
exactly how to make it, a recipe, you’ve been doing it your whole life since were a girl
and you’ve never once brought it up.’ She's like, ‘Oh, no. Guess I didn't.’ I was like, ‘Oh,
man. Mom.’ So I get that that type of stuff happens all the time and those old ones, um-a friend of mine from Australia, I think he said it best because he’s Indigenous from over
there and they deal with a lot of like the exact same issues we do and so he was saying
that like when you ask their old ones about traditional knowledge, they’re like, ‘We don't
know anything about that.’ Because to them in their mind traditional knowledge, or
culture, whatever, is like running around naked in the woods, you know, to them that’s
what they think of when you ask that. They don’t realize that, um, when their mom used
to tell them, um, tadpoles got to freeze four times over and then after that it won’t freeze
and, um, spring is finally here. They don’t realize that that is culture, you know?”

Neshnabé elders simply don’t consider the knowledge they have to be traditional, even
when the youth would certainly consider it to be so. Why is this? It comes down to a
label issue. Traditional knowledge, traditional cultural knowledge (TCK), and traditional
ecological knowledge (TEK) are all extraneous terms developed in non-Indigenous
contexts and meant for legislative purposes.
The World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO)—having acknowledged
decades worth of intellectual property violations associated with Western individuals and
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institutions patenting discoveries and products developed from encounters with
traditional knowledge holders—established a definition of traditional knowledge in 2010.
WIPO defines traditional knowledge as “knowledge, know-how, skills and practices that
are developed, sustained and passed on from generation to generation within a
community, often forming part of its cultural or spiritual identity” (WIPO 2010). In
comprehensive guidelines published as a result of several years of international
consultation, negotiation, and collaboration with various nation-states and with
Indigenous communities around the world, WIPO explores a multiplicity of legal avenues
traditional knowledge holders may take in order to protect the integrity of their
intellectual labor and cultural expertise. Their databases, registries, and other resources
identify alternative avenues for protecting traditional knowledge that extend beyond
individualized copyright or patent licenses. Some examples include communityownership and establishing procedures for how shared traditional knowledge may be
used by outside entities in the future. Between thousands of pages of notes,
memorandums, and official publications, WIPO contextualizes the nuances of traditional
knowledge from examples such as plant medicines, traditional foods, and art, just to
name a few.
Traditional knowledge systems are often referred to as TCK and TEK—the latter
when methods specifically address environmental and NRM. TEK can be thought of as a
subcategory of TCK (King 2003). TEK can also be understood as a “locally-derived way
of interacting with the environment which often includes methods for managing a
specific ecosystem” (Menzies 2006:2). TCK and TEK as I use the terms correspond to
the definition provided by Vine Deloria Jr. in his influential book, Red Earth White Lies,
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and that is, “the distilled memories of thousands of years of living in North America”
(1997:xiv). This definition highlights the socially-mediated, intergenerational nature of
knowledge making that continues to be a principle means of making sense of the world
and humanity’s position in it. For example, in Great Lakes Native communities, one is
often asked who one’s teachers are. There are a lot of different teachings about how best
to manage the environment, conduct oneself, when to pick the best medicines, how to
prepare them, and more. That is not to say that one teaching is right, and the others are
wrong. But TCK is context-based instructions that may change depending on various
circumstances—seasons, recipes, illness, the personality of the student, etc. For example,
all Neshnabé women interested in learning their traditional roles are taught about our
responsibilities toward cedar. Cedar is one of our female medicines. At the Midéwiwin
Lodge we harvest it, clean it, and use it for various purposes at ceremonies—from sweat
lodge to blocking off the moon lodge. When I was about six months pregnant with my
son in the summer of 2017, I was helping to clean some cedar in preparation for
ceremonies. A man told me I ought not to be doing that. I learned that cedar, like parsley,
is sometimes used as a way to terminate a pregnancy.
With TCK and medicines, context matters. Unfortunately, a lot of tribal members
just within the Pokagon Band alone develop deep fracture lines between the students of
different teachers. There are a lot of reasons for this. But it leads to arguments, conflicts,
politics, and bad blood. However, the younger generation (35 years of age and below) of
Pokagon Band members with whom I spent the most time in professional, research, and
familiar contexts, seem to believe that these hostilities are changing. Rhonda Purcell,
Language Program Manager for the Pokagon Band, calls the teachings passed down
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without proper consideration of context and purpose as “surface-level teachings.” She’s
generally frustrated by strict protocols or assertions of rightness and wrongness with
“nothing to back it up. Why? Tell me why” she demands in an interview with me as she
reflects upon problematic assertions made by elders in the Pokagon community. If TCK
is indeed socially-mediated as Deloria Jr. states, Rhonda’s desire to understand how an
Indigenous methodology is appropriate for a contemporary context instead of uncritically
inheriting unexamined rules speaks to the co-curatorial aspect of traditional knowledge.
Neshnabé traditional knowledge is entangled in networks of social relationships.
A useful description of Neshnabé ethics embedded in traditional knowledge is offered by
Potawatomi biologist Robin Wall Kimmerer (2013) in her text, Braiding Sweetgrass. She
describes traditional knowledge as both scientific and affective or felt attachments to
place centered on kin relationships. Similarly, this is the same way in which recent
literature centrally concerned with knowledge making in local and Indigenous
communities treats Indigenous knowledge systems. For example, in her ethnography,
Blackfoot Ways of Knowing, Betty Bastien (2004) explains how Siksikaitsitapi—a
Blackfoot placed-based epistemology, is realized through everyday ontological
responsibilities with kin relations past and present (2). For Bastien (2004) and the
Blackfoot community members in her research, ways of knowing, whether utilizing
Indigenous science for healing or ecological management, means first and foremost
seeking knowledge to maintain social relationships which situates oneself in the world
physically, socially, and spiritually (2004:55-6). Thus, the socially-mediated place-based
epistemologies described in Bastien’s (2004) ethnography demonstrate the ways in which
identities become tied to places and our relationships built within them.
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Keith Basso’s (1996) exemplary scholarship on traditional knowledge, “Wisdom
Sits in Places,” similarly enciphers how Western Apache places, specifically the stories
attached to these places and their names, encode wisdom. Basso (1996) explains that
“Places and their meanings are continually woven into the fabric of social life, anchoring
it to features of the landscape and blanketing it with layers of significance that few can
fail to appreciate” (Basso 1996:57). With this in mind, Western Apaches in Basso’s
(1996) research conjure teachings as well as “manipulate the significance of local places
to comment on the moral shortcomings of wayward individuals” (Basso 1996:61). For
Western Apaches in Basso’s research, wisdom constitutes a sophisticated mental aptitude
that helps individuals evade potential harm whether social or physical. The smoothness,
resilience, and steadiness of mind that Basso describes are not endowed at birth but must
instead be developed and nourished within each individual by knowing specific places
and the stories/teachings associated with those places (Basso 1996:73). In short, Basso’s
research demonstrates how Indigenous knowledge systems are locally derived,
historically specific, and socially-mediated.
Because many Indigenous communities have been living and interacting with a
specific environment for hundreds or thousands of years, mainstream scientists have
begun to appreciate these communities as potential archives of environmental data. One
example of how TEK is being taken up in anthropological literature is with Steve J.
Langdon’s (2006) research on “Tidal Pulse Fishing.” He explains that by constructing
crescent shaped stone structures on the coastline, for thousands of years Tlingit
communities in the northwest coast of the Americas have employed a method of salmon
fishing which does not adversely affect salmon spawning. Similarly, foraging practices of
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the Pokagon Band restrict members from picking certain plants at particular times of the
year. There are also instructions for determining whether a patch or area is healthy or
resilient enough to be harvested. Both of these methods demonstrate a deep
understanding of locally-specific habitats and an ecological ethic of allowing marine
species flora to reproduce, ensuring their survival for generations to come (Langdon
2006:42-3). These newly formed partnerships between Indigenous intellectuals and those
of mainstream science, however, are developed within matrices of unequal relationships
of power.

Science and The Anthropology of Knowledge Production
Recent traditional Potawatomi methods for storing wood have been applied to
combating modern invasive species, blending traditional practices with a new problem.
Sometime in the early 2000s an east Asian beetle called the emerald ash borer was
accidentally introduced in the Great Lakes region. Since then, the insect has killed
millions of black ash trees throughout the Midwest. Neshnabé artists were some of the
first to notice the destruction, because of the black ash basket tradition. When one part of
an ecology is damaged to that extent, it can have adverse effects on the ecological
integrity of an entire region for hundreds of miles. Twenty years after the insect’s arrival,
the Great Lakes region and other parts of the Midwest are still researching and finding
ways to mitigate emerald ash borer damage. Some of these research projects are drawing
from Neshnabé knowledge systems to do so. Benedict and Frelich (2008) argue that by
drawing from local knowledge and negotiating with Indigenous communities about black
ash tree harvesting, the spread of the invasive beetle is more holistically and effectively
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managed. By submerging logs in a local lake for several months in 2015, the Pokagon
Band DNR was able to kill off all of the emerald ash borer eggs contained in the logs.
Traditionally, Neshnabé communities might store spare wood in water especially since
black ash baskets can only be made by splitting the growth rings of wet trunks. Once
they’re too dry, they can’t be used. This traditional form of wood storage is now being
used to combat the spread of the invasive species, lending to new opportunities for
Indigenous intellectuals and scientists to collaborate on modern issues.
Currently, all of the DNR staff (except for their Administrative Assistant) is nonNative, which is a dynamic that matters in tribes with whom I work. Too many “outside
hires” damages the rapport a tribal government has with the community they serve. The
lack of Indigenous representation is also problematic in light of the existing issues
between the appreciation and application of traditional knowledge and science. The
Pokagon Band DNR is made up of specialists trained in standard scientific methods but
must work to integrate Indigenous ways of knowing into the work that they do. Many of
the citizens I spoke to about this are impressed with the work that Pokagon DNR does.
Their expertise and respect for community members’ voices has not gone unnoticed by
tribal members. However, Pokagon Band DNR projects and their success in integrating
knowledges are unusual compared to similar consultation efforts by agency officials in
natural resource management projects due to the imbalance of representational authority
in traditional knowledge versus science.
Persistent gatekeeping practices in science, technology, engineering, and
mathematics (STEM) fields stifle diversity. The most recent statistics from the 2017
National Science Foundation (NSF) report on “Women, Minorities, and Persons with
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Disabilities in Science and Engineering” shows that while women (of all ethnicities)
represent just under half of all employees in STEM, and representation of most nonWhite ethnicities are generally on the rise, Black and American Indian/Alaskan Native
representation has decreased since 1995 (which was already quite low back then).
Researchers have attributed these statistics to institutional and subconscious exclusionary
practices intended to keep non-binary, non-Whites out of coveted art and academic
spaces (Mihesuah, & Wilson, 2004).
Inclusion and diversity are not just ethical goals; they make disciplines like
science better by incorporating more perspectives, experiences, and wider considerations
of solutions (Surna 2018:50). “[A] more diverse group often yields more nuanced
decisions. Fully deliberated decisions made from multiple perspectives and experiences
result in deeper and wider considerations of everchanging students, schools, and the
world at large” (Surna 2018:50). While it is true that heterogeneity in color does not
necessarily yield heterogeneity in thought, by diversifying schools, workplaces, and other
institutions, these places become more creative and effective in their missions. Yet,
despite the societal benefits and industrial innovation that result from ethnic, religious,
age, differently-abled, and gender diversity, the reality is that exclusionary practices,
particularly in powerful and influential industries like the sciences, continue (Griffin
2018). Worse yet, these exclusionary practices exist and are supported by the pervasive
notion that science is an inherently White invention, which in turn, affects science in
many ways. The history of science as something uniquely developed by Europeans,
however, is a grossly inaccurate idea. From algebra deriving from Persian
mathematicians to independent astronomical observations of African and Indigenous
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American astronomers, science and its methods for observation and organizing
information is not unique to Europe. Science, understood as deriving from Western or
White thought, shares many methods and values with traditional knowledge, “Native
science” (Cajete 2000), and the other names given to Indigenous methods of engaging
and understanding the physical and meta-physical world(s).
Notwithstanding the decades of research, hundreds of publications (see Cajete
2000; Kimmerer 2014; Law and Joks 2018; Menzies 2006; Price 2002; Whyte 2018), and
collaborative projects (see Viles 2014; Whyte, Brewer, and Johnson 2016) which prove
this point, Indigenous science and ingenuity are undervalued or, more commonly,
completely ignored by media and the general public. As an archivist and educator on
behalf of my tribe during the time of my dissertation research, I reflected on the ways in
which I conveyed this point to different audiences. When presenting in front of nonacademic, usually non-Indigenous audiences, I draw from examples of Native ingenuity-such as Maya aqueducts similar to those found in Rome as well as Woodland period
earthen works or “mounds” comparable to Egyptian pyramids--to discredit the
widespread notion that “Indians were just hunter gatherers.” This is because I often
interact and work with lay audiences where recalibrating their prejudices of Native
people (rather than having anthropologically nuanced debates) is the goal. On the other
hand, as an academic, I allocate a lot of intellectual labor to teasing apart the limiting
notion that these examples of Indigenous engineering (which happen to resemble
developments from the Old World) are what make our knowledge systems worthy of
respect. While these impressive feats exist, we don’t need our ancestors’ advanced
metallurgy or trade routes that extended thousands of miles to prove we had and continue
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to practice legitimate science. That is because our ancestors developed governance
systems and ecological management strategies that sustained our communities on this
continent for thousands of years. As the 2017 Indigenous letter of support for the March
for Science states:
[L]ong before Western science came to these shores, there were Indigenous
scientists here. Native astronomers, agronomists, geneticists, ecologists,
engineers, botanists, zoologists, watershed hydrologists, pharmacologists,
physicians and more--all engaged in the creation and application of knowledge
which promoted the flourishing of both human societies and the beings with
whom we share the planet… Western science is a powerful approach, but it is not
the only one.
While identifying the conclusive source of this unequal representation in the
sciences is not the focus of this dissertation, it does beg the question, what do these data
tell us about the state of science and its relationship to Native peoples? Western-centric
bias in science is exemplified in the famous “Draw-a-Scientist Test.” Studies have shown
that most children across cultures have been trained to envision scientists as White males
(Chambers, 1983; Finson, 2002; Finson, Beaver, & Cramond, 1995). In this experiment,
young people are instructed to draw a scientist. These pictures often depict White males
in lab coats, middle aged or older, working alone (highlighting individual instead of
collaborative achievement) with Western symbols of knowledge production such as
books and beakers. Repeated in different age groups, across the world since the 1980s,
children—even in places like rural China—often draw the same thing. This imagery
affects the way even the youngest, most impressionable members of society consume
knowledge and affects the development of their internalized potential lifetime success.
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Anyone who does not conform to the stereotypical image of scientist is not seen as
possessing legitimate knowledge.
In 2018 the Pokagon Band Tribal Head Start school officially changed ownership
from the state-regulated program to one owned, operated, and funded by the tribe itself.
With this institutional sea change, the Head Start school hired new staff, changed its
name to Zagbëgon or “little sprouts,” and created new curricula based on Potawatomi
traditional knowledge and its many applications to STEM. Children spend a lot of time
outside as part of this new curricula such as at sugar bush camp (maple syrup harvesting)
in the early spring, where they learn about the science of tree sap and how their ancestors
developed tools and methods for harvesting this natural resource.
The tribally-owned school for children between three and five years of age
combines traditional knowledge through stories and practices with contemporary
scientific discoveries. During one particularly emotionally-moving teaching session,
Rhonda Purcell gathered the children in a room together and had them sit on the floor.
Rhonda is a captivating and charismatic woman who is especially effective with keeping
even the rowdiest kids’ attention. She proceeded to turn off the lights in the room so that
the children’s sense of sight was curtailed in favor of their sense of sound. Rhonda
grabbed her shishigwan or rattle and ominously began to shake the instrument so that the
pebbles being shaken about inside produced a sound that resembled static or rain. The
pitch-black room was silent except for that sound.
Rhonda told the story of the creation of everything. In Neshnabé creation stories,
life, matter, and all that exists in the universe today began with this sound. Ktthëmnedo or
the Great Spirit, the unknowable Creator, catalyzed all beings through the creation of
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sound waves. The frequencies of these primordial notes begat all life. This traditional
story was then purposefully paralleled to explain the Big Bang Theory and the cosmic
microwave background radiation which astronomers discovered back in the 1960s. The
cosmic background radiation is some of the first physical evidence for scientists’ Big
Bang Theory for the creation of the universe. Interestingly, the sound of the radiation
resembles the static-like sound of Rhonda’s shishigwan.
As a result of teachings like Rhonda’s, tribal children at Zagbëgon not only learn
traditional stories, but also learn how these forms of traditional knowledge are applicable
to STEM and their positions in the universe. Thusly, the curricula they’re exposed to
forecloses the gatekeeping practice of separating the rigor of traditional knowledge from
arenas of “real science.” The hope, according to the Department of Education Director
for the tribe, Sam Morseau, is that children know that becoming a scientist is possible for
them without “losing their culture and sense of Potawatomi identity” (Personal
Communication, March 2019).
Because science and traditional knowledge share similar methods, but do not
share the same respect or political weight, the philosophy of science, or more specifically,
the anthropology of knowledge production, is essential for understanding how knowledge
is politically deployed. Anthropology has a long tradition of engagement with the
problem of knowledge in terms of creating new knowledge about the world through
research within academic institutions, as well as trying to understand other locallyderived knowledges through employing ethnographic research methods. The body of
literature that constitutes the anthropology of knowledge production or the philosophy of
science more generally posits that because knowledge systems are historically situated
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and politically deployed, the Western approach to scientific inquiry—while it continues
to maintain power and political influence— is not superior to other ways and methods of
knowing. Nevertheless, to discuss the anthropology of knowledge production presents a
bit of a conundrum. This is because the anthropology of knowledge production, unlike
many other bodies of literature, is not an easily codifieable anthropological tradition;
instead, it encompasses a large breadth of literature with very different approaches. As
Dominic Boyer (2005:142) reminds us in his “re-visit” to the anthropology of knowledge
production, the discipline of anthropology has, in fact, always been centrally concerned
with the issue of knowledge. For this reason, in Malcom R. Crick’s (1982:287) highly
cited review of the anthropology of knowledge production, he is not apt to refer to a
separate categorical anthropology of knowledge at all, even while there exists a
“sociology of knowledge” and even an “archaeology of knowledge.” So, while the
anthropology of knowledge production is not a singular tradition or an emergent theme,
per se, the topic of knowledge production within anthropological research envelops a
multiplicity of important approaches and involves a number of significant interventions,
especially into the topic of non-Western and Indigenous knowledge systems.
By using ethnographic methods such as participant observation, anthropology is
in the best position to approach differential knowledge systems—those divergent from
Western pedagogies, developed through unique histories, and realized in distinct social
contexts. Nevertheless, this is not a call for a reexamination of the outdated and
Eurocentric approaches of the early to mid-twentieth century ethnographies which
typically argued for the sophistication of “primitive” logic systems such as Radin’s
(1927) Primitive Man as Philosopher or Evans-Pritchard’s (1965) Theories of Primitive
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Religion. These well-intentioned texts were largely concerned with attempts to explain
and sometimes validate the logic systems of non-Western peoples, while at the same time
privileging Eurocentric pedagogies. Instead, even while anthropology has, for the most
part, always been concerned with knowledge production, only in recent years have
explicit discussions regarding the issues and politics of Indigenous knowledge systems
intensified, most notably in research about environmental stewardship.
The fact that knowledge and power are inextricably bound up with one another is
not a new intervention. Indeed, the ways in which knowledge is realized through unequal
relationships of power was a central topic of investigation for the eminent philosopher,
Michel Foucault (1980) in Power and Knowledge. Following this foundational awareness
Hans Weiler (2009) highlights the hierarchical aspect of knowledge production by
drawing from nineteenth and early twentieth century theorists such as Friedrich Nietzsche
and Max Weber to show how hierarchies in the production of knowledge are the
expression of power par excellence. Power structures the ways in which knowledge is
garnered, understood, and received at all levels (Weiler 2009:3). As Weiler states in his
own words, “Wherever [hierarchies] occur, they reflect structures of authority and power,
and thus the essence of politics” (2009:3). So, a true anthropology of knowledge
production is indeed concerned with not only power, but also with the larger political
context of learning and knowledge dissemination.
One anthropological response to knowledge, power, and context is ethnography of
science and science education. This type of research uses ethnographic methods to
investigate science education and science learning in contexts that were previously only
understood through detached quantitative methods (such as standardized test data). In
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Anna Traianou’s (2014:75) research on science, teaching she explains that in Western
pedagogies and styles of teaching there are assumed milieus of knowledge that must be
transmitted to learners. Often these lessons are in contradiction with students’ already
acquired frameworks and understandings. As a result, instructors in Traianou’s (2014:81)
research are faced with dilemmas about teaching. Traianou (2014) uses the term,
“dilemma” as a concept to explain the opposing forces of teachers’ obligations to assert
control over what students learn, as well as allowing students to make sense of their own
situated understandings. The instructors in Traianou’s (2014) research identified an
institutional disjuncture between what they were obligated to teach and in what order to
meet the state required standardized tests on the one hand, and children’s intellectual
enrichment, individual engagement, and development of critical thinking skills on the
other. The lack of qualitative data—which are now being collected by this type of
ethnographic research—highlighted the problem of underrepresentation of gender and
ethnic minorities in science.
By using qualitative research methods in arenas such as public schools,
ethnographies of science education reveal the ways in which power operates within the
classroom to determine who is a legitimate scientist, what scientific knowledge is, and
how to engage with it “properly.” What is more, early attempts at providing qualitative
explanations for unequal gender and ethnic representation in the sciences tended to
pathologize students of color. For instance, Heidi Carlone and Angela Johnson (2014) use
ethnographic data they obtained by shadowing a specific group of middle school-aged
children over the course of several years. Specifically, they use the data to survey several
popular frameworks traditionally used to explain why from a young age some students
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are encouraged in the sciences over others. “Funds of knowledge” and “cultural
difference” approaches, for example, locate the likely personal experiences that children
(from non-White backgrounds in the latter model) bring with them to the classroom.
Stemming from a pseudo-ethnographic understanding of culture, these models attempt to
explain away inequality by foregrounding anecdotal evidence of cultural “difference” in
place of revealing how structural forms of discrimination perpetuate inequality. These
assumptions lead to formulaic teaching models to address how well particular students
are likely to learn in different environments. However, Carlone and Johnson (2014) argue
that these approaches misdirect critical attention away from the structural reasons such as
economics why some schools are staffed with the best teachers and new materials, as
well as why some people are consecrated as scientists more than others (Carlone and
Johnson 2014:12).
With an eye toward future generations, using Neshnabé traditional knowledge, an
outdoors curriculum, and lessons derived from everyday uses of the Potawatomi
language, the Pokagon Band is deploying their ideas of Neshnabé futurisms. So, will the
recent transfer of ownership from the state to the tribe allow the Pokagon Band to
increase the representation of tribal citizens in the STEM fields? That is impossible to
answer for now, but the Pokagon Department of Education, teachers, parents, and
advocates for building K-12 tribal schools believe that an increase in Indigenous
representation in privileged fields like STEM, as well as a significantly higher retention
of Bodwewadmimwen, will be two of the many positive results.
Other projects within the literature of knowledge production attempt to
understand learning and knowledge by looking to arenas outside of the classroom, such
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as the internet. In Dariusz Jemielniak’s topical ethnography, Common Knowledge?, he
explains how the popular online encyclopedia, Wikipedia, functions, who is part of this
online community of contributors, and what some of the social issues are with producing
open access, editable knowledge on the web within this platform. He describes his
ethnography as “the first book on nonexpert open-collaboration communities that is
based on longitudinal, participative ethnographic research” (Jemielniak 2014:1).
Jemielniak’s (2014) ethnography is particularly provocative, because he reveals how, in
spite of Wikipedia’s egalitarian, democratic and collaborative philosophy, this rhetoric
does not prevent hierarchies (2014:32) and informal gate keeping from emerging
(2014:14). In a community of “nonexpert experts” tasked with sourcing articles that
ostensibly disseminate particular understandings of the world, conflict in the Wikipedia
editing community is pervasive. However, Wikipedia has many devices for creating
consensus and mediating issues between community members. As Jemielniak explains,
“A word enormously respected on Wikipedia is ‘consensus’ (CON) [and] requires all
editors to seek a solution acceptable to the community… In practice, dedication to
consensus may coerce an agreement and dilute minority views” (2014:18). Thus,
consensus as a regulatory tool within regimes of online knowledge making that actually
contributes to the “perception” of democratic decision making while still privileging
more popular or powerful perspectives (ibid).
The interventions developed within ethnographies like Carlone and Johnson’s
(2014) and Traianou’s (2014) in ethnographies of science education, as well as
Jemielniak’s (2014) in coercing consensus in online spaces, show how inequality in
knowledge production are not easily remedied by models of cultural difference. This is
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why, from a Neshnabé perspective, it is not enough to “accommodate” cultural
differences for Native children in public school settings. The tribe wants to be in charge
of the school itself. As previously mentioned, the relationship between power and
knowledge is self-reinforcing. Even while the specific processes are not always selfevident, there is a general anthropological understanding that some ideas and intellectual
frameworks have been privileged over others. In Envisioning Power, Eric R. Wolf (1999)
argues that “Ideas or systems of ideas do not, of course, float about in incorporeal space;
they acquire substance through communication in discourse and performance” (Wolf
1999:6). Therefore, particular structures of ideas and institutions that substantiate and
deploy those ideas reproduce hegemony (Wolf 1999:5). For these reasons, the turns in
anthropology toward democratizing the research process and privileging perspectives
understood to be stemming from traditional knowledge systems is a compelling case.
Traditional knowledge systems and science as institutionalized sets of intellectual
labor share similar methodologies and findings but are politically deployed and
represented in much different ways. One way anthropology has approached the topic of
Indigenous knowledge systems is through deeply collaborative ethnographic methods and
efforts to democratize the knowledge making process. Community-based participatory
research (CBPR) falls under this tradition. This approach argues for viewing TCK as
legitimate science. Because traditional knowledge systems are often intentionally
separated and contrasted from Western understandings of science in conventional forms
of research, this trend in research emerged which took Indigenous knowledge systems,
TEK in particular, as equally empirical and rigorous. This is because traditional
knowledge systems rely on the same doctrines of science: observation, experimentation,
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and methodical reasoning (Menzies 2006:9). However, within this approach, researchers
view TEK as more refined and nuanced, because it is more holistic and embedded in
local context, with its methods resulting in less adverse effects on the environment
(Menzies 2006:9). For Marlor (2010:529), because TEK is learned and experienced in the
everyday practices of communities, this is exactly what makes it so powerful and
effective in managing natural resources more than any other pedagogy. Yet, power
imbalances have resulted in conflicts in community-based scholarship.

Consultation, Collaboration, or Co-opting?
The anthropology of knowledge production has become increasingly concerned
with democratizing the knowledge making process in recent years, and not just for the
purpose of giving Indigenous pedagogies more voice, but for the purpose of mitigating
power imbalances in the research process itself (Ascher et al. 2010). While efforts to lift
traditional knowledge systems into mainstream scientific ways of thinking are well
intentioned, what these projects have incited is the question: Should TCK implementation
into science be the aim of researchers in the first place? Is this a form of appropriation
and does it do Indigenous communities any good? What many case studies in traditional
knowledge systems and ecological management seem to promote is a less destructive
alternative to extractive undertakings usually promoted by capitalism. In Caroline
Butler’s call to “historicize” Indigenous knowledge systems, she explains that TCK is
promoted as an alternative to mainstream scientific engagements with the environment,
and in some cases, a potential space for the co-management of natural resources with
Indigenous and local communities (Butler 2006:107). However, Butler sees this as an
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issue of appropriation, because “An uncomplicated and uncritical promotion of
Indigenous knowledge as the solution to the global crisis in natural resource use is both
practically and politically dangerous… And failing to recognize and highlight the impact
of colonial domination on Indigenous systems of knowledge and management effaces the
culpability of colonial states” (Butler 2006:107-8).
Like looking to Neshnabé communities for managing emerald ash borer spread,
multiple fields of research from academia to natural resource professionals are paying
increasing attention to Indigenous knowledge systems and methods for interacting with
particular environments in order to restructure the ways in which the larger non-Native
community manages natural resources. Inviting input and collaboration from Indigenous
and local communities is not an inherently sinister endeavor. Seeking out alternative
perspectives to mainstream understandings about the environment and how to manage
natural resources invites opportunity for better ecological management strategies and
community-based partnership. The unfettered appropriation of traditional knowledge
systems by those intellectuals already in positions of power, however, becomes
problematic when it is “‘distilled’ into a product that is easily integrated into the Western
resource management system” (Menzies 2006:11). As Menzies (2006:12) succinctly
explains, “Community research priorities are not addressed, but community TEK is
expected to be provided in order to benefit scientific research projects.” This presents a
practical problem as well, because TEK is understood to be effective for specific
environments and contexts, not a codifiable, exportable regime of knowledge applicable
to other parts of the world (Cepek 2012).
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Part of what makes the anthropology of knowledge production, and communitybased participatory research projects in particular, difficult to sift through is in trying to
ascertain the level of actual collaboration within the research process. This becomes even
more difficult with the indiscriminate use of the buzzword, “collaboration.” As
Anishinaabé archaeologist, Sonya Atalay (2012:48) points out in her comprehensive text,
Community-Based Archaeology, there are several levels of community engagement that
range from deeply collaborative CBPR frameworks to superficial levels of engagement
such as legally mandated consultation. Drawing from Silliman (2008), Atalay (2012)
explains that
collaborative archaeology is not about the end point or what is produced, although
conducting rigorous research and producing new knowledge is clearly important
in [community-based participatory research]. Rather, what is important is the
process involved in designing and implementing the research. Being committed to
the ideology of producing knowledge in partnership is the first principle of
practice. The second is acknowledging that community knowledge and
involvement has value and contributes to scientific understanding (Atalay
2012:129).
Addressing this, in my research I looked at NRM policy, specifically the two most
important laws, the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) and the National
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), that outline legally mandated consultation
requirements between agency officials of developmental undertakings and local
stakeholders. Any developmental undertaking, from hydro-fracking to constructing
apartment buildings, must carry out a certain amount of community outreach. The
purpose of this outreach is to:
1)

inform residents of what is going on and
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2)

invite community feedback for consultation in order to mitigate any

unnecessary adverse effects from general inconvenience like noise to more
serious issues like pollution.
The specific purpose of inviting tribal entities for consultation and feedback is to
ascertain whether there is a likely chance of disturbing human remains (which would
invoke the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act [NAGPRA]) or
other sacred sites. Consultation meetings are meant to be a space for deploying
alternative points of view (which would include traditional knowledge), discussing
alternative construction processes, and in general, mediating the concerns of multiple
“stakeholders.” However, this platform of multivocality has not been at all beneficial to
Indigenous communities in my research. Tribal historic preservation officers and other
tribal members have had their concerns dismissed and traditional methods for engaging
with the environment are almost non-existent.
Current Tribal Historic Preservation Officer, Matthew Bussler, with whom I
shared an office for almost a year during my research, “consults” on nearly 30 project
proposals a day. The thousands of pages contained within the copious amounts of mail he
receives crowd his workspace. I asked him if he really offers meaningful consultation
recommendations to all these proposed undertakings.

Matthew: “Psst. Of course not… Most of them are outside the Pokagon Band service
area”, he explained to me. “So, we don’t consult on them at all. Some requests for tribal
consultation,” he says, “may be in our service area, but they don’t really explain what it is
they’re doing very well.”
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He concluded that he sometimes feels that agency officials who are sending out these
requests for consultation are just inundating him with bureaucratic time-wasting forms
without the expectation that tribes will ever be able to sift through and identify important
projects that we should be consulting on. Former Tribal Historic Preservation Officer for
the Pokagon Band, Marcus, had similar views:

Marcus Winchester: “I know that for me… as far as the Tribal Historic Preservation
Officer consultations, a lot of times environmental consultations will get sent my way, as
well. And for a while I would get those and be like, ‘I don't even know how to respond to
this because I don’t know the first thing about water and whether or not you building this
dock for your boat, is going to ruin anything.’ So… if I get any of those letters in the mail
I just shoot them over to DNR and let them comment on them… I would say it was since
the summer time, there's been a huge influx of federal agencies reaching out for tribal
consultation, and I think that came from the top somewhere. Like I know Indiana
Department of Transportation got an F on their tribal consultations-“
Blaire: “I'm not surprised, but-- [laughs]”
Marcus: “-or following through with any of those federal regulations. And so now
they’re-- Now they want to be our friends, where a year ago that was, you know, ‘You're
just a bunch of Indians, we don’t need to work with you,’ and since they got that F, now
it’s all smiles and handshakes.”
Blaire: “Mm-hmm. So, do you see them just sending you more notifications about things
going on or they're actually making an effort to build a relationship?”
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Marcus: “Hmm, I think it depends on the personality of who's ever in place. Uh, Army
Corps of Engineers-- actually I just met them for lunch this past Monday, yeah four days
ago, and, um, and so like their major thing is if your project affects water in any way,
they take authority over it to make sure that you do things within federal regulations. And
they admitted that the Chicago district wasn’t following through with tribal consultation
because their previous staff archaeologist told them that there weren’t any tribes that they
should worry about in the Chicago district.”
Blaire: “No. Wow.”
Marcus: “And then they were working-- The way that a lot of federal agencies determine
which tribes they’re going to work with and, um, consult with, is based on treaty
sessions. So, for that particular piece of land, what treaty signed that land away and what
were the tribes that signed that treaty. So that's how Chicago knew-- they knew that they
had to go in that direction, but their archaeologist told them there’s no treaties in
Chicago, so you don't got to worry about it.”
Blaire: “Except the 1821 and 1833 Treaties of Chicago. [laughs]”

When tribes do get a chance to consult on projects, their concerns are not taken
seriously. As Atalay explains, multivocality in these contexts is often a damaging
enterprise, because when multiple interest groups are heard side by side, conventional
science perspectives are privileged while traditional knowledge systems are dismissed as
“quaint folk knowledge” (2012:77). In fact, research by Stern et al (2010) indicates that a
hierarchical organization of priorities exists inherently within NEPA in addition to the
hierarchy of stakeholder issues that Atalay (2012) points out. For instance, their findings
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from surveys with the Forest Service employees show that, depending on the duties
associated with each position, employees either worked mutual-exclusively to mitigate
environmental adverse effects, accommodate multiple stakeholders, avoid legal
ramifications, promote efficiency, or focus on full disclosure of the NEPA process and
decisions. This indicates that processes in NRM and CRM are even more complicated,
because of inherent hierarchies of execution in NRM and CRM than just between
multiple stakeholders. For example, if efficiency is promoted, the concerns of tribal
members are quickly dismissed; or if legal ramifications are avoided, agency officials
will deploy full disclosure of long and complicated legal processes and decisions in order
to legally comply with NEPA, but never fully address consultation with tribal
governments in a meaningful way (since this is not exactly what is required by NHPA or
NEPA at present anyway).
Additionally, the consultation process can be quite paternalistic and is often
ineffective for meeting the needs and desires of tribal communities. For instance, even
before this type of meeting takes place, there are other factors to take into consideration if
the effects which NEPA and NHPA have on Native communities are to be understood.
The typical process begins when tribal governments, usually the Tribal Historic
Preservation Officer (should the tribe have a grant or the economic infrastructure to
support that position), receives a notification from a project manager or agency official
that an undertaking may affect property historically or contemporarily significant to the
tribe. The Tribal Historic Preservation Officer has thirty days to respond to this notice.
Should the Tribal Historic Preservation Officer or the larger tribal community be
interested or concerned about how the proposed project will adversely affect land that is
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important to them, the usual turn of events involves tribal members having to travel long
distances (keeping in mind tribal communities that were removed far from their original
homelands) on their own dime just to hear an agency official dismiss everything they
have to say while they explain how the project will unfold as planned. This is because
NEPA and NHPA require consultation, not negotiation. Distressed and dismayed, tribal
members return home, perhaps issue a formal complaint under the Administrative
Procedures Act (APA) (Middleton 2013:1059) only to have their concerns disregarded
and branded as anti-progress or limiting “public” space and resources.
For Glen Coulthard (2014), the form of multivocality used in consultation
requirements of NRM is just a form of subsumption. As he so succinctly explains,
“Although the state no longer requires the formal ‘extinguishment’ of Indigenous rights
as a precondition to reaching an agreement, the purpose of the process has remained the
same: to facilitate the ‘incorporation’ of Indigenous peoples and territories into the
capitalist mode of production and to ensure that alternative ‘socioeconomic visions’ do
not threaten the desired functioning of the market economy” (Coulthard 2014:66). In this
sense, Coulthard (2014) sees consultation within NRM as a form of ideological state
apparatus (Althusser 2001) for non-violent coercion. Indeed, in Empire Hardt and Negri
(2000:29) identify a new global dimension of coercion and domination whereby
immaterial labor such as knowledge production becomes the most important component
into a biopolitical regime to reproduce empire. This is an important insight, because
while agency officials in developmental undertakings are often dismissive of tribes’
concerns, this is also paralleled by an ever-increasing attention paid to the “importance”
of consultation and knowledge gathering.
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Admittedly, I often felt resentful at the amount of time I spent “consulting” on
exhibits or research projects being done by non-tribal organizations who sometimes
seemed too lazy to do their own research. As archivist for the Pokagon government in
the Department of Language and Culture, one might assume my main job duties were
conservation, digitization, and cataloguing to serve the Pokagon community. Instead, the
majority of my time was spent explaining rudimentary history and culture about the tribe
and Great Lakes Native tribes more generally to organizations like museums. Ironically,
these organizations typically hold political weight with local communities as subject
matter “experts.”
In another form of co-opting, Stuart Kirsch’s (2014) research investigates
corporations’ tendency to co-opt the discourse of their adversaries in his ethnography
about the Ok Tedi mine in Papua New Guinea and its adverse effects on Indigenous
communities in Mining Capitalism. The anthropology of knowledge production offers an
important framework for understanding how Indigenous knowledge systems in the Great
Lakes area are being dismissed by unequal relationships of power in multivocal platforms
of NRM consultation and how they enact exploitative incorporation of Indigenous
intellectual labor.

Wiwkwébthëgen
In this chapter I have argued that Indigenous traditional knowledge is locallyderived and shares similar principals of observation, experimentation, and organization of
data as mainstream science. But traditional knowledge does not share the political respect
of mainstream science. Efforts to democratize knowledge-making processes and to
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develop holistic ways to manage the environment have been accomplished through
deeply-collaborative projects between traditional knowledge holders and scientists. When
done poorly, consultation can turn into appropriation. But if traditional knowledge is so
rigorous and utilizes principals of observation and experimentation like science, why is it
not just considered science? One answer is that traditional knowledge holders and their
respective communities have diverse protocols for sharing information. And traditional
knowledge forms an integral part of identity for Indigenous communities. As a result,
there is a resistance to allow traditional knowledge to be subsumed within the definition
of mainstream science. traditional knowledge, in other words, is not intended to be part of
the public domain, and operates within a nexus of deep-time transmission from one
generation to another as well as present-day social realities.
The Pokagon Band is reclaiming some of their intellectual labor to serve their
own needs and disseminate knowledge that is more in line with Neshnabé ethics of social
relationships. Wiwkwébthëgen refers to a place where sacred items and knowledge are
kept. It is the name for the Pokagon Band’s online archives and dictionary.
Wiwkwébthëgen is essentially a content management system maintained by the Pokagon
Band’s Tribal Historic Preservation Office within the Department of Language and
Culture. It includes audio recordings of traditional stories, photographs of objects like
baskets and beadwork, digitized family photos from the turn of the twentieth century, and
even a searchable dictionary with audio pronunciation and sentence samples. It also
includes new work such as contemporary story-telling, painting, installation artwork, and
oral history interviews, and is only available to tribal citizens or trusted researchers.
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What makes Wiwkwébthëgen unique from other museums’ and archives’
websites is the system’s highly editable structure for cultural protocols and community
management. For example, community members value hearing traditional stories,
especially those told from notable story tellers who have since passed on. Concerns about
the intellectual property of traditional stories that have been published in prior years
without permission or proper citations from the communities who shared them with
authors has been an issue for centuries. In literature about Indian myths and legends,
authors often problematically co-opted traditional stories without proper context for the
significance of the layers of meaning provided by the storyteller or known cultural
understandings from the original community. Additionally, they profited monetarily from
the creative and intellectual labor of the original storytellers. Alternatively,
Wiwkwébthëgen tags recorded stories with one or several “Traditional Knowledge
Tags.” Some tags acknowledge that stories may not be owned by one individual, but the
artistic measures the storyteller takes should be honored and protected. In other words,
the story is not copyrighted, per se, but it is also not meant to be part of the public
domain. One Traditional Knowledge Tag for a traditional story about a loon told by
Keewaydinoquay (Margaret Peschel) reads:
This label is being used to indicate that this material is traditionally and usually
not publicly available. The label is correcting a misunderstanding about the
circulation options for this material and letting any users know that this material
has specific conditions for circulation within the community. It is not, and never
was, free, public and available for everyone at anytime. This label asks you to
think about how you are going to use this material and to respect different cultural
values and expectations about circulation and use (Wiwkwébthëgen 2018).
Users may listen and add comments to the “digital heritage item” (DHI) on
Wiwkwébthëgen but are informed that while traditional stories are not necessarily
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copyrighted by the orated, they belong to the community and are attached to a set of
cultural protocols for its use. Additionally, Neshnabék traditionally only tell stories in
wintertime as to not offend spiritual entities. As such, stories on Wiwkwébthëgen are also
tagged with the following warning:
This item is identified as being culturally sensitive regarding seasonal use.
Potawatomi stories are typically shared in the winter months when the snow
covers the ground. Please be respectful in observing these protocols.
Other examples of traditional knowledge tags identify items like applique regalia or
beadwork designs as belonging to a specific family. While many traditional knowledge
labels function as prohibitive transgressions against culturally inappropriate sharing,
other traditional knowledge tags encourage community participation: “This item is part of
our collective history as Pokagon Potawatomi people. We encourage you to add your
knowledge to this item as a means to keep these stories vibrant for future generations”
(Wiwkwébthëgen 2018).
The establishment of digital modes of engagement, developed from a framework
of Neshnabé cultural protocols, was intended to actualize an alternative future. This
futuristic imaginary is centered on meaningful sharing of traditional knowledge such as
stories, harvesting protocols, and art—way beyond social contexts defined by narratives
of revitalization or artificially transplanting traditional ways into the contemporary.
Neshnabék find the purpose behind their collective existence in the teachings and creative
products of their ancestors. Their job, as they see it, is to maintain and build upon
practices defined as traditional knowledge in order to pass relevant and useful cultural
toolkits and ways of being onto future generations. While traditional knowledge is often
understood with a lens to the past—ancestral knowledge and practices that have survived
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into the present day—Neshnabék anticipate how their traditional knowledge will benefit
their people for hundreds, perhaps even thousands of years from now. As such, Neshnabé
traditional knowledge is a form of Indigenous futurism—a concept I explore at length in
the next chapter.
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Chapter 4 | Futurisms
Ankobthëgen (Potawatomi) “grandparent” or “grandchild”; “tied to through generations”

Figure 24 - Still from Nimkii (2019). A young Native girl living in New York City raises her fist to the sky
acknowledging her new-found power to control lightning.

On a rainy Thursday evening, several dozen Pokagon citizens gather at the tribal
community center in Dowagiac. They’re shuffling chairs around as they find places to
plop their belongings and greet each other with excited smiles and warm hugs. Evenings
like this are normally reserved for sipping cedar tea at home and repairing regalia,
sewing, or doing beadwork. Wintertime is for stories and creative undertakings, after all.
The community has ventured out on this particular night so that they can enjoy a meal
and watch a film together. A guest is also in town—Shane McSauby (Grand Traverse
Band of Ottawa and Chippewa Indians), a Neshnabé filmmaker. He’s sharing two of his
short films, Mino Bimaadiziwin: A Decolonial Love Story (2017) and Nimkii (2019). The
Pokagon community is excited, because film screenings like these sponsored by the tribal
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government are the only ways in which citizens can view Indigenous made films. In
Mino Bimaadiziwin a trans Neshnabé man named Jim reconnects with his community and
teachings with the help of Bangishimogikwe, a Neshnabé woman who only speaks to Jim
in Neshnabémowin. Nimkii is a silent film featuring a young Native girl in New York
City. After making herself a medallion with the “Water is Life” image she finds out that
she has the power to control lightning. Saving a woman from being mugged, the girl
becomes a vigilante using precise strikes of electricity to fight crime committed against
her community. Both films inspire discussions between the Pokagon community and
McSauby about the importance of Neshnabé traditional ways and their application in the
future.
Despite criticisms by theorists that will be discussed in this chapter, speculative
fiction was a topic that repeatedly came up in conversation at my field site. Indigenous
communities in my research are making space for themselves in the future. McSauby’s
films, Nimkii in particular, are examples of Indigenous speculative fiction, blending the
everyday lived realities of Neshnabé people with elements of fantasy and magic. The
films screened at the Pokagon community center in the late winter of 2019 are part of a
larger trend in Indigenous-made media in recent years. These films inspire
contemplations of how traditional knowledge and community-specific values inform
Indigenous agency in alternative realities.

Indigenous Time in Speculative Fiction
In ?E?ANX (The Cave) (2009), a short film written and directed by Helen HaigBrown (Tsilhqot'in), a man on horseback wanders into a cave during his hunt for a bear.
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The film begins as a narration as if orated by a storyteller, and the entire film is in
Tsilhqot'in, an Athabaskan language from British Columbia. It’s filmed in a remotelooking country side of Canada on a sunny day. After tying his horse to a tree, the man
hunting the bear army crawls through the tight rocky niche. He’s startled to find a sudden
bright light painfully piercing his senses, causing him to be temporary blinded and with a
bloody nose. When the light subsides, he emerges from another entryway of the cramped
cave system out into the countryside once again. The light seems different from when he
first entered the cave. After rinsing his face in a spring, he notices a woman several
meters from him. He calls out to her and is shocked to see her with no clothing. He
quickly turns away, laughs, and mutters to himself in Tsilhqot'in, “How embarrassing!”
But then he notices other figures—about a dozen other people with tattoos and little to no
clothing. They’re working with wood, stirring for something in the stream, and otherwise
keeping busy until they notice the man standing there watching them. They gather and
approach him with mouths agape—opening and closing in a strange unison.
Telepathically they communicate with the man urging him to return from where he came;
he isn’t ready for “this place” yet. He’s suddenly thrusted backward by a wave of energy.
He crawls back through the cave and returns to the place where he originally entered.
Exasperated, he finds only bones where his horse once was. How long had he been gone
and where exactly did he go? Were those individuals his ancestors, descendants of his
community, or a parallel dimension of existence altogether?
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Figure 25 - Still from ?E?ANX (The Cave) (2009). An unnamed Tsilhqot'in woman telepathically tells the
protagonist to go back to where he came from.

?E?ANX (The Cave) is a film written and produced within a recent wave of
Indigenous-made science fiction media that imagines new and thought-provoking visions
of the future. This new wave of Indigenous-made media includes short films, novels,
comic books, artwork, videogames, and even podcasts. Some examples include films like
Hoverboard (Freeland 2012), The 6th World - An Origin Story (Becker 2012), and
Wakening (Goulet 2014), as well as literature such as Walking the Clouds (Dillon 2012)
and Daughter of Dawn and Darkness (Whitepigeon 2017), video games like
ThunderStrike (LaPensée 2017), and podcasts like Métis in Space. While there may be
many reasons for the trend in Indigenous-made media created in the past decade or so,
organizations and events like the 1998 founding of imagineNATIVE Film and Media
Arts Festival and the 2016 inaugural Indigenous Comic Con have certainly played a role.
Whatever the catalysts, Indigenous science fiction film blends traditional knowledge with
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a variety of Indigenous story-telling traditions and speculations about humanity’s roles in
the universe. ?E?ANX (The Cave) was inspired by a story told by Haig-Brown’s greatuncle and does not offer any concrete answers to the questions about where the
protagonist went and who he met posed above. Instead, it centers on the kind of
interactions that are possible between Earth beings and the supernatural or
extraterrestrials. Departing from mainstream science fiction media that overemphasize
the unlikely possibilities of alien invasion52, ?E?ANX (The Cave) is an example of
Indigenous slip-stream storytelling (Lempert 2014:166) that Dillon (2012) defines as “a
species of speculative fiction within the sf realm [that] infuses stories with time travel,
alternate realities and multiverses, and alternate histories… it views time as past presents,
and futures that flow together in a navigable stream. It thus replicates nonlinear thinking
about space-time” (2012:167). The protagonist in ?E?ANX (The Cave) enters an
alternative dimension for a length of time not sensibly justified by his horse’s death and
decay. It therefore encourages the viewer to think about the relationship between
experience and linear conceptions of time.
These manipulations to linear chronologies common in science fiction media of
all types do not necessitate scientific intervention or technological advancements, per se.
For this reason, the term speculative fiction to describe films, literature, comics and so on
is more inclusive of experimental departures from science fiction. The Gunn Center for
the Study of science fiction defines science fiction as any story about humans

“Unlikely,” because as Dillon (2012) explains, extraterrestrials that have acquired the technological and
sociological capacities to travel across or between galaxies would not be interested in the affairs of human
beings or Earth’s resources. Therefore, alien “invasion” as a trope has more to do with contemporaneous
social anxieties than with hypothetical reflections on life in the universe (Dillon 2012:5; Rieder 2008).
52
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encountering change, whether it is facilitated by technology or not. Therefore, science
fiction media also encompass what has been called fantasy fiction. science fiction and its
other similar iterations (speculative fiction and fantasy) are provocative as they “seek to
subvert the dominant paradigm, when the author sees the status quo as harmful” (Gunn
Center, 2016). In other words, science fiction provides a space for examining human
relationships to the universe in alternative or potential futures and existences.
Additionally, the emerging use of the term, “Indigenous futurisms” as opposed to
futurism or the singular future, leaves space for Indigenous agency to actualize a
multiplicity of potential futures and timelines; each community can simultaneously
envision different futures, which is why Indigenous futurisms is always used in the plural
form in scholarly literature. As a result, this chapter uses the term Indigenous science
fiction for consistency and clarity, but takes Indigenous science fiction, speculative
fiction, and futurisms as interchangeable constructs.
Indigenous science fiction was not the first genre to introduce slip-steam or
cyclical frameworks of time. Afro and feminist futuristic scholarship and media laid the
groundwork for Indigenous science fiction (Barr 2008). Even in mainstream science
fiction, films like Arrival (2016) and Interstellar (2014) distort human conceptions of
linear time. For the nonviolent aliens called “heptapods” in Arrival (2016), time has “no
forward or backward direction… Through this, Arrival (2016) can be seen to cunningly
hide time signatures and time depths behind the veil of heptapod time travel” (Toby
Neilson 2018). Indeed, they arrive on Earth with a request for help from humans with the
understanding that humans will one day need the help of the hetapods (or, perhaps, that’s
already occurred?). Arrival, like ?E?ANX (The Cave), causes the viewers to question the
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relationships between human experience and the possibilities the field of physics affords
in relationship to linear versus cyclical models of time.
Anthropological discussions of science fiction are important for understanding a
community’s or a society’s ideas about the future,53 but the mutually influential
relationships between the discipline of anthropology and science fiction are also of
interest. Collins (2003) argues that beyond speculating the desires of communities
beyond the ethnographic present, anthropology has often been intertwined with science
fiction itself. American author Ursula K. Le Guin is considered one of the most
accomplished and influential science fiction writers in the “New Wave” of the science
fiction genre (science fiction created during the 1960s and 70s), and her literary work
consists of dozens of award-winning novels and short stories. Le Guin was also the
daughter of author Theodora Kroeber and anthropologist Alfred Louis Kroeber, lending
to what Collins (2003:184) describes as her experimental style that pushes the
“boundaries between science fiction and anthropology, interpolating the forms and
conventions of ethnography into? her fictions in a way, perhaps, ultimately
transformative of both.” Thus, the discipline of anthropology has had a scholarly,
methodological, and familial relationship with the science fiction genre in the U.S. for
quite some time.
Like anthropology and science fiction, the sciences and science fiction are at
times also dialectically informed—one influencing and inspiring the other. science fiction
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It is not necessary that a SF story take place in the future per se. Even imaginations of alternative
existences in the present or past are still imaginations of non-existent or not-yet-existent potentials.
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consumers are propelled to the sciences and inspired to innovate54 while at the same time,
science fiction itself is influenced by scientific theories and technological advancements.
Such discoveries and industrial innovations extend the horizon of human ingenuity and
encourage artists and scholars to imagine possibilities beyond the present-day horizon.
Indeed, Arthur C. Clarke, one of the most influential science fiction writers of the
twentieth century remarked in his (2009) novel, 2001: A Space Odyssey (based off the
screenplay for the [1968] Stanley Kubrick film) that he never intended or imagined
writing a sequel to 2001. Nevertheless, the 1977 launches of Voyager 1 and 2 with its
high-resolution images of volcanoes on Jovian moons and the surprising materials
making up Saturn’s rings imbued Clarke with a deluge of new discoveries and creative
possibilities he could not conceive of a decade earlier. As a result of real-world space
explorations, further sequels to 200155 were published to propel science fiction
imaginations further. But how is Indigenous science fiction different? Are Indigenous
filmmakers simply reproducing mainstream science fiction in culturally relevant ways? If
mainstream science fiction shares similar modes of engagement with physics, theories
about alternative dimensions and speculations of extraterrestrial encounters, what makes
Indigenous science fiction unique and how is it situated within anthropological
scholarship on Indigeneity?

Colonial Encounters
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A colloquial example is that of the first Motorola model cell phone in 1973 and its design being inspired
by Captain Kirk’s “communicator” in the original Star Trek series.
55
2010: Odyssey Two (Clarke 1982), 2061: Odyssey Three (Clarke 1987), and 3001: The Final Odyssey
(Clarke 1997). Several of these novels were adapted to comic books, and one to a film.
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Goldberg: “Not until Lieutenant Uhura do we even appear in the future… As a kid who
loved science fiction it wasn’t until Lieutenant Uhura that I realized that I was in the
future.”
deGrasse Tyson: “That you were allowed in the future.”

In this 2016 interview on the TV series, Star Talk, hosted by astrophysicist,
author, and science communicator, Neil deGrasse Tyson, his interviewee, actress Whoopi
Goldberg, proclaims that as a young Black girl never seeing people who looked like her
represented in science fiction media taught her that she didn’t actually exist in the future.
But witnessing the Black female character Lieutenant Uhura, played by Nichelle Nichols,
led her to believe that maybe she could. The above exchange between two African
American celebrities—Dr. Neil DeGrasse Tyson and Whoopi Goldberg—indexes the
pervasive idea that futures as depicted in science fiction belong exclusively to White,
Anglophone Americans. Without conflating the experiences of Indigenous and Black
subjectivities56, this dialog shows how science fiction and its institutionalized racism is
similarly experienced between Black and Indigenous audiences. Futuristic technocratic
societies represented in science fiction as the inevitable result of White accomplishment
may have been an unexamined assumption on the part of most audiences. But the
impression that African American actress, Nichelle Nichols, made in the hearts of young
Black viewers when she boarded the USS Enterprise was a powerful one.
Representation and agency of even fictional characters have material effects on
disenfranchised groups. Seeing African American actress Nichelle Nichols play
56

Instead see Dery (1994) and Lavender III (2011).
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Lieutenant Uhura on Star Trek would later inspire Whoopi Goldberg to play in the series
herself as character, Guinan, in Star Trek: The Next Generation. Alternatively, as Fryberg
et al.’s (2008) research demonstrates, negative or stereotypical images of Native
Americans have detrimental psychological effects for Native students. This is particularly
salient in light of mainstream science fiction works that either leave Indigenous presence
out of the future entirely or problematically co-opt Indigenous images. Similarly,
Cruikshank (1998:164) reveals that material disparities are “maintained and reproduced
through manipulation of symbols and by the power to control representation.” From
Spivak’s (1998) foundational text, Can the Subaltern Speak? Anthropologists understand
that voice and representational authority are antithetical to the subaltern. Because once
the subaltern have a voice, they are no longer subaltern; rather, they are Other. While
some theorists have rejected using postcolonial theory to understand Indigeneity (because
in the latter, the colonizers never left), when Indigenous interlocutors represent
themselves in ways that make sense or are palatable to settler colonialism, Spivak’s
arguments become appropriate. Indigenous science fiction invokes a host of theoretical
questions around not just representational authority, but whether or not it translates an
image of Indigeneity that settler colonialism can make sense of. In the future, can the
subaltern exist?
Media depiction is a particularly salient issue in relation to Native Americans,
because film has been the primary representation whereby dominant American culture
has seen symbols, images, and stereotypes of Native America for over one hundred years
(Raheja 2010). science fiction reproduces the “colonial gaze” (Fanon 1968), whereby
knowledge and power are distributed about the objects of film “while denying or
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minimizing access to power for its object, the one looked at” (Reider 2008:7). More
specific to science fiction, others have argued (Attebery, 2005; Byrd, 2011; MedakSaltzman, 2017) that the representation of people of color as meaningfully existing in
technocratic futuristic imaginaries is unusual. And even when Indigenous peoples are
included, such as in cameos like in the first episode of the (2002) series Firefly or as long
disappeared ghosts spoken about only as regretful victims of colonial progress, it’s rarely
on their terms or told from their perspectives. This is due to a long tradition riddled by
power imbalances and informed by Indigenous peoples’ positions in the colonized mental
dynamic. Indigenous peoples and “traditional” or “tribal societies” are opposite social
imaginaries of mainstream science fiction consumers; Indigenous science fiction is
“practically an oxymoron” as Drew Hayden Taylor (2016) puts it. Unlike the future of
technocratic empiricist societies (understood as the future of White nation states),
Indigenous communities are “closer to nature” and “have culture” (usually in need of
protection by patriarchal academic and museum institutions). In accordance with this
mental binary, the meaningful use of advanced technology would alienate Indigenous
peoples from who they truly are, like in the 2009 film, Avatar. In comparing two (2009)
films: District 9 and Avatar, Veracini (2011) argues that through symbols of White
saviors and cultural authenticity, the films rehearse “tropes of European representations
of colonial encounters: a paranoid anxiety concerning the possibility of contamination on
the one hand, and the fantasy of being perceived by indigenous Others as a demigod on
the other” (358). But where do these tropes come from?
Indigeneity and science fiction are not just socially constructed binaries due to
contemporary experiences of racism alone. The entirety of mainstream science fiction as
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a genre is built from a foundation of colonial institutions and values solidified at the turn
of the twentieth century. As Rieder explains, “the period of the most fervid imperialist
expansion in the late nineteenth century is also the crucial period for the emergence of the
genre… Science fiction comes into visibility first in those countries most heavily
involved in imperialist projects” (Reider 2008:2-3). The social and political consequences
of ethnocentrism within the ever-expanding amount of “cultures” being mapped on the
Earth as a result of exploration and discovery, and later by domination and oppression,
became just as important a mode of experience for the invention of science fiction as
technological and scientific advancements were (Reider 2008:2).
Mainstream science fiction participates in the erasure of Native peoples. Futures
represented in mainstream science fiction have advanced beyond the need for identities
tied to the land in the ways Indigenous communities stubbornly do, as future humans
depart Earth in search for other homes. These departures, aided by advanced technology
and sometimes even alien societies, are often the result of ecological and social pressures
as portrayed in the (1994) film and later TV series Stargate and the (2014) film,
Interstellar. Another cause is the desire for discovery as depicted in Mission to Mars
(2000), with Jim McConnell’s (Gary Alan Sinise) unanticipated decision to leave our
solar system to join humanity’s alien ancestors at the end of the film. These
representations are cosmopolitan, multi-world ecologies of social possibility as well as
destruction (often at the same time)57. In other words, they are “the procolonial,
prosupremacy of (certain) humans, proextractive, procapitalist, and promasculinist
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Especially as class struggle has become a foregrounded issue in recent years (Brownfield 2017; also see
films, Elysium (2013), District 9 (2014), and Divergent (2014)).
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elements of these narratives that present the natural world and (certain) peoples as
needing to be tamed, exploited, civilized, removed, or vanquished” (Medak-Saltzman,
2017). This includes the ways in which Indigenous peoples are talked about in science
fiction. For example, in season three of The Expanse (2018), character Jim Holden
explains to his comrade that “When the European tall-ships first arrived on the American
continent, the natives couldn't see them.” He goes on to explain that, because the sight
was so shocking, and the cultures so different, Native Americans were facing an assured
destruction. He concludes that they were all wiped out in the end. We know, of course,
that while settler-colonialism was and continues to be violent and destructive of Native
lifeways, we did not perish.
Interestingly, The Expanse (2018) is a futuristic science fiction series that
foregrounds class struggle between the elite Earthlings, the militarized Martians, and the
subaltern Belters. In doing so, the science fiction series leaves much room for discussions
of social justice. Yet, despite the considerably large amount of plot points for narratives
of social justice combined with incredible technological advancements that allow space
travel, colonization of planets, moons, asteroids, and space stations, Indigeneity is
somehow completely absent and rendered impossible in this fantastic imagined future.
With this tradition of colonialist tropes woven into the fabric of mainstream science
fiction, enter Indigenous science fiction. When mainstream science fiction inaccurately
co-opts Indigenous images or leaves us out of the future all together (which is most of the
time), there is more pressure to resist the narrative that Indians are not capable of existing
in the future while also creating new narratives—ones more compatible with Indigenous
perspectives and value systems.
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Indigenous Science (Fiction)
The glorification of “colonization,” “discovery,” and “pioneering,” cloaking the
very real history of genocide that resulted from those same projects of empire building
(Byrd, 2011; Kerslake, 2007; Rieder, 2008) is an irony of science fiction that is not lost
on Indigenous peoples. Indigenous science fiction responds to centuries of modernist and
colonial thought embedded within the tropes of mainstream science fiction. Many of the
problematic ways Indigenous people are present (Kincaid, 2014) or, more often, absent in
mainstream science fiction works has been taken up in the creative slap-backs by Native
peoples—one example being the comedic and clever podcast, Métis in Space. In this
podcast, the Indigenous hosts review science fiction shows and movies over a bottle of
wine and make jokes with invited guests over the quality of the media. Specifically, they
focus on films and shows that include problematic representations of Native peoples. The
hosts create auditory space for authentic Indigenous voice where there traditionally hasn’t
been one. Another example is in the work of Jemez Pueblo artist, Debra Yepa-Pappan
with her “I is for Indians” series “Live Long and Prosper (Spock Was a Half Breed).”
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Figure 26 - Debra Yepa-Pappan, “Live Long and Prosper (Spock Was a Half-Breed),” 2008 with permission
from artist.

When I met Yepa-Pappan, she told me that this piece of art has a life of its own
(Personal Communication March 22, 2019). It’s been shared, exhibited in shows, and

204

talked about in academic spheres similar to what I’m doing now. A self portrait of YepaPappan is superimposed over an Edward Sheriff Curtis-style photograph of a Plains
Native American woman while she salutes the viewer with a Vulcan hand gesture from
the Star Trek series. The background tipis have Starfleet Insignia while the Enterprise
ship floats in the sky above. The piece is so popular because it challenges viewer’s
stereotypes of Native Americans, as well as comments on mixed identities of many
Native peoples. It’s also popular because it’s ridiculous and therefore funny. For all the
reasons explained above regarding science fiction being steeped in colonialism, YepaPappan’s Live Long and Prosper forces the viewer to imagine Indians in the future—a
time and space typically devoid of Indigeneity.
Indigenous science fiction does more than “slap back” at mainstream science
fiction. Indigenous science fiction creators interviewed and referenced in my research
enact what Lempert (2018) calls “generative hope” for better futures. Generative hope
avoids the previous trends in anthropology to pathologize “vulnerable” communities that
focus on crisis research. Crisis research—discussed in the introduction via TuhiwaiSmith’s (1999) influential work in Decolonizing Methodologies—is a brand of scholarly
research that patronizes Indigenous communities and seeks to explain Indigenous failures
and pathetic conditions within a framework of White settler guilt. Generative hope, on
the other hand, steers away from victimry and foregrounds Indigenous agency. But this
framework does not leave dystopian narratives or actual crises out of theorization
altogether. As Lempert (2018) explains, generative hope for anthropology “reaffirms the
need for vigilance against seductive desires for resolution and the undoing of damage that
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cannot be undone; it encourages both cautious optimism and the amplification of local
visions for the future that seek to expand Indigenous possibility” (Lempert, 2018:204).
Neshnabé works of science fiction depart from a similar understanding of
generative hope as they draw from traditional knowledge systems to comment on
contemporary issues as well as imagine alternative conceptions of the future. In
Wakening (2014), directed by Danis Goulet (Cree) and written by Tony Elliott, the
viewer hears distant gun shots, footsteps, and a female protagonist running down an
urban alley way. “This is Indian land” is spray painted in red on a brick wall. Just barely
avoiding militant guards, the protagonist who’s wearing a metal bow peers out over a
post-apocalyptic urban landscape in ruins. She’s not just hiding though; she’s looking for
something. At the same time, a robotic loudspeaker announcement by a male voice reads
a series of rules and regulations about land ownership—possibly from the 1876 Canadian
Indian Act that severely disenfranchised Indigenous Canadians—especially women—
from their land, communities, resources, and Indian Status. But where “Indian” would be
used, the narrator uses the term, “citizen.” Ultimately, the protagonist, Weesakechak,
finds what’s she’s looking for in a destitute theatre. She finds Windego—a terrifying and
violent creature who seems to have the strength to rip her to pieces. It’s found in a theatre
room where it is snowing and there a few individuals tied to chairs with bear traps
painfully clamped on their bodies. One of the prisoners tells Weesakechak, “The seats
were full. We’re the only ones left.”
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Figure 27 - Still from Wakening (2014). Weesakechak prepares to face Wendigo and “the Occupiers.”

Wendigo is a cannibal creature in Neshnabé oral tradition and has been used as a
metaphor to describe the settler-colonial and capitalist nation state (whether that is
Canada or the U.S.), because it consumes Indigenous bodies, knowledges, resources, and
spirits. Wakening (2014), however, turns that metaphor on its head, because
Weesakechak ends up liberating Wendigo instead of its prisoners. Wendigo speaks to
Weesakechak in Cree (similar to Neshnabémowin), but she responds in English.
Weesakechak explains to Wendigo that “the Occupiers” are more feared than Wendigo
is. At the end of the film, Wendigo consumes the militant “Occupiers” with violent
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blood-curdling noises of insatiable hunger and stares down Weesakechak before fleeing
the theatre. Wakening (2014) is an Indigenous-made science fiction story about prophesy
and resistance. It uses oral tradition to image a future where even the most feared and
abhorred beings in Neshnabé cosmology are better than settler-colonialism.
Despite science fiction with all its racism and empire-building, Indigenous
science fiction gives Native peoples spaces to breathe, experiment, create, and hope in the
context of present-day dystopias. In my research I found that despite explicit criticisms,
science fiction is an enthusiastically consumed and talked about topic on the Pokagon
reservation and by Neshnabék more generally. What is more, as mainstream science
fiction films put women’s roles at the forefront as capable protagonists like in Mortal
Engines (2018) instead of perfunctorily supports to fight empire and corruption, it’s no
surprise Indigenous folks would be able to relate to that; as the female activists in my
research would say, “We’ve been fighting empire for over 500 years.” To these ends,
Cree Filmmaker Danis Goulet explains:
I think a lot of the tropes in sci-fi lend themselves to marginalized people
identifying with it. So if you even think of something like Star Wars where it’s
the rebels against this intergalactic empire. That’s just like Indigenous people are
the rebels, the empire is colonization and we see ourselves in it. Or alien stories
where people get snatched away. That’s residential schools58. There are many
examples of sci-fi tropes that are perfect metaphors for colonization or things that
we experience. I think that’s part of the draw. But I personally find it really
exciting (Goulet, 2017).
While it is useful and appropriate to analyze Indigenous science fiction within the
wave of recent media being produced, some have argued the genre is really not all that
new. Chippewa scholar Medak-Saltzman explains that Indigenous “traditions have
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Also known as Native American Boarding Schools in the U.S.
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always incorporated elements of futurity, prophecy, and responsibility-rooted strategies
for bringing forth better futures” (2017, p. 139). So, it is not unusual that young
Indigenous media consumers are attracted to science fiction. Walking the Clouds—the
seminal anthology highlighting science fiction works by Native writers—includes both
newer science fiction stories as well as those typically filed under “traditional.” Dillon
(2012) defines a tradition of Indigenous science fiction called “reservation realism” as “a
fiction that sometimes fuses Indigenous sciences with the latest scientific theories
available in public discourse, and sometimes undercuts the western limitations of science
altogether” (Dillon, 2012, p. 2). One example of this is Sydney Freeland’s short film,
Hoverboard, (2012) when a young Navajo girl is inspired to travel in time after watching
Back to The Future Part II.
In addition to bringing the viewer into the everyday lived realities of reservation
life like in Hoverboard (2012), Indigenous science fiction privileges autochthonous,
localized, and historically situated knowledge systems instead of Western science with its
ties to the Enlightenment in Europe. Indigenous science fiction draws from traditional
knowledge systems to speculate on the technology of future societies with two important
facets: (1) Indigenous people are present and (2) Indigenous agency is at the forefront of
the story. For example, the (2012) film The 6th World - An Origin Story, written and
directed by Nanobah Becker (Diné), tells a story about a near-future mission to establish
human existence on planet Mars. However, the genetically modified corn that was
supposed to sustain the cosmonauts on their journey becomes diseased and fails. Luckily,
Tazbah Redhouse (Jeneda Benally) discovers contraband Diné corn that was smuggled
onto the ship without their knowledge. This heritage corn is what ultimately saves the
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mission and humanity. The 6th World shows how Indigenous existence is deeply
imbedded in, affected by, and conversely affects onto contemporary global politics.
Indigenous “culture” is not seen as antithetical to science fiction; rather, it is because of
heritage corn and traditional Diné values around food that makes the future possible.
Indigenous science fiction resists the relentless dismissal by mainstream society
of past scientific achievements by Indigenous peoples such as technological
accomplishments and far-reaching ancient diplomatic ties of Indigenous nations before
the arrival of Europeans. The popular series, Ancient Aliens’, foundational argument
regarding structures and art produced by past societies—especially those of Africa and
Indigenous America—is that they were visited, influenced, and even aided by
extraterrestrials in their construction of large structures and technological innovations.
This argument has been criticized for dismissing the accomplishments of people of color;
Ancient Aliens is a racist program, in other words (Bond, 2018).
Alternatively, Indigenous science fiction highlights and celebrates autochthonous
scientific advancements. In an influential roundtable by Rebecca Roanhorse (Ohkay
Owingeh Pueblo) called “Decolonizing science fiction and Imagining Futures: An
Indigenous Futurisms,” Johnnie Jae (Otoe-Missouria and Choctaw) explains,
We needed an outlet to celebrate our indigenerdity and change the narrative. Most
folks are not familiar with indigenous people beyond the primitive “Hollywood”
Indian and whitewashed history that has people believing that we were just sitting
around and doing nothing prior to colonization. So, it’s hard for them to even
acknowledge the indigenous roots and sciences behind many of these ‘modern
discoveries’” (Roanhorse, 2017).
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Indigenous science fiction honors traditional knowledge systems and manners of
storytelling in ways that have meaningful contributions to Indigenous identities and
visions of the future.
Indigenous science fiction is not just about mainstream science fiction works
being produced by Indigenous peoples. Therefore, using the term “Indigenous science
fiction” without explicitly defining it runs the risk of deploying problematic ideas of the
genre—parochial ones that are defined by outside, non-Indigenous influences. For
example, it may become an iteration of juxtaposing savage bodies onto “advanced”
landscapes. The Potawatomi scholar Kyle Whyte uses the term, “Indigenous Science
(Fiction)” with the use of parentheses, because—while related and overlapping—science
and fiction have their own intellectual traditions in Indigenous worldviews. Indigeneity
and science (plus or minus fiction) indicates that Indigenous science or traditional
knowledge systems (traditional knowledge, TCK, or TEK--see chapter 3) or “Native
science” (Cajete, 2000) on the one hand, and fiction on the other, can function relative to
or independent from each other.
Both science and fiction have unique and complicated historical traditions and
differentiated political deployments within privileged spaces independent of one another.
For example, while much has been published demonstrating the equal validity of
traditional knowledge to Western science (Kimmerer, 2013; Menzies, 2006; Pierotti,
2010; World Intellectual Property Organization, n.d), Indigenous peoples are still trying
to leverage their knowledge systems to protect their lands, cultures, and sovereignty
(Corburn, 2002; MacGregor, 2018; Menzies, 2006; Robyn, 2002; Willow, 2012). With
these issues in mind, I use the term, “Indigenous science fiction” to refer to: Indigenous-
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made speculative film, art, video games, literature, and oral storytelling that draws from
autochthonous knowledge systems to envision and convey alternative futurisms and pasts
to mainstream ones, with Indigenous communities at the forefront of this imaginary
landscape. This definition includes traditional stories likely transcribed nearly a century
ago in salvage ethnographic projects, oral traditions used for generations in Indigenous
communities, as well as contemporary and experimental works expressed in film, comic
books, video games, and even trading cards. So, Indigenous science fiction, as Grace
Dillon succinctly puts it, “is not new, just overlooked” (Dillon, 2012, 2).
Indigenous communities in my research are making space for themselves in the
future. Baudemann (2016:117) defines Indigenous futurisms as “storytelling about the
future” which is both linked to but differentiated from Western imperialism. Traditional
stories and prophecies, together with ecological revitalization and political
demonstrations, which I define as “Neshnabé futurisms,” guide Native American
ecologists, theorists, and political activists in the Great Lakes region in mitigating and
surviving ecological destruction of their homelands—destruction caused by climate
change and controversial developmental undertakings such as oil pipelines and hydrofracking.

Neshnabé Futurisms
Indigenous-made speculative fiction represents creative experiments of
possibilities and make space for alterative conceptions of the future. Explorations of
cyclical time revisit ideas about Indigenous traditional knowledge and social relationships
to Indigenous lands. Mark Rifkin’s (2017) Beyond Settler Time teases apart the ways in
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which Indigenous cosmological references such as stories, land, and prophecy resist
oppressive settler colonial conceptions of the future. As I explain elsewhere,
The many ways in which Indigenous peoples accomplish the renegotiation of
what the future holds includes dwelling in affective places, refusing settler
normative constructs of family and lineal descent, and using prophecy to create
emancipatory networked temporalities. To these ends, Rifkin (2017) introduces
his concept of temporal sovereignty, defined as the refusal of settler-colonial
recognition or inclusion in the goals, desires, and values of dominant society’s
ideas of the future. The term is useful for considering the ways in which US
settler-colonial temporality validates and normalizes itself while erasing
Indigenous ones, limiting the actualization of alternative imaginaries for political
and social change (Topash-Caldwell 2017:267).
Rifkin’s text surveys the work of Indigenous writers that contribute to alternative futures,
but have not necessarily been categorized as Indigenous science fiction. In particular, his
exploration of Indigenous socially networked concepts of land is an insightful exploration
of generation and time. In his discussion of Leslie Marmon Silko’s use of prophecy in her
(2000) novel, Gardens in the Dunes, her characters refuse to be defined by settler
heteronormative lineal descendancy. Ultimately, “their collective experiences of a shared
homeland that animates social relations on their own terms” resist the limitations of
settler-colonial space time and its policies which limit Indigenous relationships to land,
practices of inheritance, and conceptions of ownership (Topash-Caldwell 2017:267).
Family relationships play an important part in understanding Indigenous time.
Whyte (2018) discusses the Neshnabémowin word, aanikoobijigan, or in Potawatomi,
ankobthëgen, which refers to generational relationality. As fluent speaker Kyle Malott
explained to me, it can be used to mean your great grandmother or your great grandchild.
It’s context-dependent. Similarly, Whyte (2017:229) suggests that this linguistic and
contextually-based fluidity is:
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an Anishinaabé perspective on intergenerational time--a perspective embedded in
a spiraling temporality (sense of time) in which it makes sense to consider
ourselves as living alongside future and past relatives simultaneously as we walk
through life… Experiences of spiraling time, then, may be lived through
narratives of cyclicality, reversal, dream-like scenarios, simultaneity, counterfactuality, irregular rhythms, ironic un-cyclicality, slipstream, parodies of linear
pragmatism, eternality, among others.
For this reason, as argued above, Indigenous futurisms as a concept is plural. There is no
Indigenous future in the singular sense; Each community envisions different outcomes of
the future based on their situated knowledges.
Neshnabé futurisms have an eye toward the ancestors and future generations.
They account for the everyday practices of reclaiming narratives of space and place
discussed in chapter 1, the healthy maintenance of interspecies relationships explained in
chapter 2, the application of traditional knowledge covered in chapter 3, and finally, the
creative spaces to imagine the future in film, literature, and works of art also known as
Indigenous science fiction. In the final chapter I will discuss how Neshnabé futurisms are
deployed politically in order to resist the everyday transgressions of Neshnabé
environmental ethics.
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Conclusion
In a depressing state of being wedged between the threat of starvation and
interspecies violence, Moonwatcher dumps the carcass of his dead father into a ditch. He
will never think about him again. The faculties of his mind will not allow him to
experience sadness or empathy for others. In what is supposed to be a setting in
Pleistocene-era Africa before the rise of Australopithecines and other ancestors to Homo
sapiens, science fiction writer Arthur C. Clark introduces readers to alternative realities of
existence in the published novel version of his original 1968 screenplay of 2001: A Space
Odyssey. Moonwatcher is a distant ancestor to modern humans who lived millions of
years before the present. He’s different from his counterparts, however, by the simple fact
that he can imagine the future. Laying around on a lazy afternoon with protruding full
bellies and easy access to water, Moonwatcher imagines this scenario--a potential future
much different than his current state of starvation and constant social conflict. Imagining
a situation that departs from the day to day realities his species experiences is a new
intellectual ability made possible by an alien device. The enigma of the monolith in
Arthur C. Clark’s novel and screenplay mysteriously appears in pivotal moments of
humanity that “nudge” our ancestors and Homo sapiens along toward an unknown
destination in the future. 2001 is a story about eras when the unknowable and impossible
become real: Moonwatcher’s development of theory of mind, Homo sapiens going to the
moon, and finally the experience of protagonist Dr. Dave Bowman’s transcendence to
non-linear time and a non-corporeal experience of being.
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This dissertation argues that Neshnabé futurisms are the multiplicity of potential
futures imagined and enacted by Neshnabé traditional knowledge and prophesy as
observed in Indigenous-made speculative media, eco-politics leveraged by Women’s
Water Walks, and finally, ecological revitalization projects on and near tribal lands in the
Great Lakes region. These imagined landscapes of possibility depart from the versions of
the future posited by mainstream settler society in which Indigenous communities are
vulnerable, helpless or completely irrelevant. More than just revitalizing traditional
cultural knowledge, resisting controversial environmental issues, or revitalizing
ecologies, these actions when taken together, form unique versions of alternative futures
which position Indigenous peoples at the center.
Drawing on recent work in Indigenous studies and methodologies (O’Brien 2010;
Smith 1999; Wilson 2009; and Wolfe 1998), I argue that centering Indigeneity against the
constant onslaught of settler narratives of place is an important mechanism that makes
visible communities that are erased by such narratives. Indian myths like Princess
Mishawaka and Chief Doe-wah-jack erase Neshnabé presence and attachments to land in
Michigan and Indiana in favor of imagined settler tropes of Indianness. Pipelines that
puncture and tear through lands and waterways in the Great Lakes and other harmful
extractive industries further dispossess Neshnabé peoples from ceremonial spaces.
Despite these circumstances, experiences like the ones Andy shared with elders around
the harvest and preparation of milkweed exemplifies the connection between landscape
and experience as an archive of knowledge. Places and situations on the land can recall
significant memories and stories for Neshnabé communities. These “archives” exist
despite the policy-imposed spatial and social separation that Pokagon Band citizens
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experience due to loss of land and resources, as well as due to the checkboard nature of
their reservation.
For Neshnabé peoples, maintaining a connection to the land means also nurturing
relationships to other-than-human species. Stories that blend the “mythical” and the
historical are operationalized to address contemporary experiences and environmental
issues. Mnedowêk, “spirits” or more accurately, “entities that go about causing change,”
are ethnographic instances that challenge anthropologists to go beyond binaries such as
subjective and objective, the natural and supernatural. These binaries are not meaningful
for understanding the expanse of our experiences as humans. Ecological revitalization
projects such as re-meandering rivers and transplanting wild rice are agentive in
actualizing Neshnabé futurisms as conducting ceremony or mnedokazwek, whereby
mnedo are being called to conduct a specific purpose. The interplay of different forms of
Neshnabé animate and inanimate story-telling advances Indigenous eco-politics in the
Great Lakes region. These stories catalyze material change in the forms of re-meandering
rivers and revitalizing wild rice. Like the efforts of reclaiming space argued in chapter 1,
traditional stories that contextualize present-day ecological issues combined with
ecological revitalization projects are constitutive of Neshnabé futurisms.
As the effects of climate change wreak havoc on communities around the world,
anthropology has demonstrated a trend toward crisis research. This tradition of
scholarship departs from the thesis that climate change disproportionately affects
Indigenous communities which is indeed often the case. In doing so, however, this brand
of research has ignored nuances of Indigenous agency and knowledge systems.
Indigenous communities in the Great Lakes region have already lived through ecological
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collapse over the past several hundred years of settler colonialism in the U.S. and
Canada—from species extinction, loss of land, and denial of access to resources. As a
result, Neshnabé communities have been deploying their own narrative of Neshnabé
futurisms evidenced in Indigenous science fiction, Women’s Water Walks, and
ecological revitalization projects. I define Neshnabé futurisms as traditional stories and
prophecies, together with ecological revitalization and political demonstrations, that
guide Native American ecologists, theorists, and activists in the Great Lakes region in
mitigating and surviving ecological destruction of their homelands—destruction caused
by climate change and controversial development undertakings like oil pipelines and
hydro-fracking. In this research I asked the questions:
•

In what ways do Neshnabé peoples articulate traditional cultural knowledge in
contemporary environmental issues?

•

How do tribes in the Great Lakes region understand their processes of reclaiming
ceremonial, political, and social relationships to place in the context of global
climate change?
Women’s Water Walkers and other activists associated with the Midéwiwin

Lodge will often use elements of prophecy to theorize and articulate their environmental
ethics. At the same time, Indigenous-made speculative film, art, video games, literature,
and oral storytelling draws from autochthonous knowledge systems to envision and
convey alternative futurisms and pasts to mainstream ones with Indigenous communities
at the forefront of this imaginary landscape. Mainstream science fiction began as a
modernist project projecting the hopes and dreams, as well as fears and anxieties, onto
the screen and into the imagined (singular) future—one often not inclusive of people of
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color. Departing from mainstream science fiction which assumes a linear progress of
mankind that is based on Western values of environmental and social colonialism, as well
as social and cultural evolution, Indigenous science fiction foregrounds the presence of
Indigenous peoples and their knowledge systems. Indigenous science fiction makes space
for Indigenous values and allows for a multiplicity of futures (i.e. Neshnabé futurisms,
plural).
The reason Indigenous activists in my research engage in politico-ceremonial
practices like Water Walks is because conventional legislative platforms have been
largely ineffective. Indigenous traditional knowledge, science, or ways of knowing have
been downplayed for their intellectual rigor, problematically co-opted, or completely
ignored. And it is often problematically translated or stifled in environmental consultation
efforts at my research sites. Indigenous communities are staking claims for the future in
the Great Lakes region outside of these problematic state-mandated consultation
requirements. Women associated with the Midéwiwin Lodge mobilize assemblages of
people for ceremony and political demonstrations who wouldn’t normally protest on their
own or as part of a non-Indigenous political group. Water Walkers enact a type of politics
which privileges Neshnabé ways of knowing about the environment through ceremony
and Water Walks in order to protest hydro-fracking, pollution from tiles in upstream
farms, and other environmental issues. Midéwiwin Water Walks heal contaminated
waters while constructing an alternative vision for the future. Thus, the process of
Indigenizing the future may be a form of healing in and of itself, as others have suggested
in terms of repatriation (Atalay 2019) and ceremony (Million 2013). When taken
together, Indigenous-made speculative media, eco-politics leveraged by Neshnabé
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Women’s Water Walks, and ecological revitalization projects on and near tribal lands in
the Great Lakes region constitute a multiplicity of potential Indigenous futures: Neshnabé
futurisms.
The argument I make at multiple junctures of this dissertation that defines
Neshnabé futurisms as speculative fiction, eco-politics mobilized by prophesy, and
ecological revitalization projects can and should alter theorists’ ideas about Indigenous
agency. More than just a definition or unique construct, futurisms refuse victemry and
erasure. Refusal as Indigenous scholars like Tuck and Yang (2014) and Simpson (2014a)
have articulated, does not just resist settler incursions or violations of Indigenous space,
rather it is active in constructing alternative modalities of Indigenous existence and
freedom. As such, Neshnabé futurisms reclaim representational space and physical
places, forging new, yet to be manifested, channels in the fabric of Indigenous spacetime.
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Appendix A - Potawatomi terms
POTAWATOMI WORD
(and other common
spellings)

ENGLISH TRANSLATION CULTURAL CONTEXT

Anishinaabé (Anishinaabék
or Anihsinaabég [plural])

Ojibwe, Potawatomi, or
Odawa person; The Original
People who were lowered
down

Refers to one of the
Potawatomi origin stories
where they were lowered
down from a hole in the sky
(specifically the Pleiades
constellation)
This is the more commonly
used Ojibwe spelling using
the double-vowel system. The
Pokagon Band of Potawatomi
spells it as Neshnabé.

Bgwëthnėnė

Literally means the one who
lives naturally. It is the
Bodwèwadmimwen word for
“bigfoot,” “yeti” or “wild
man”

Prophesy that he or she will
one day raise up all
Neshnabék to the clouds-somewhere beyond Earth--at
the end of the world.

Bodwéwadmimwen
(Bodéwadmimwen)

Potawatomi language

Bodwé: S/he builds the fire

Midéwiwin (Ojibwe) or
Mdwéwen (Potawatomi)

Medicine Lodge or Medicine
Society

Refers to the sound something
(usually an instrument)
makes; in this case, it is
implied to mean the sound
from a waterdrum in the
Midéwiwin Society

mno bmadzewen

The good life or good path

Neshnabé (Neshnabék
[plural]; other spellings
include Neshnab or ‘shinob
[slang])

Potawatomi or Indian person;
The Original People who
were lowered down
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Refers to one of the
Potawatomi origin stories
where they were lowered
down from a hole in the sky
(specifically the Pleiades
constellation)

Appendix B - Writing System
Developed by the Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians Language Program
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Appendix F - Abbreviations
ACRONYM
CRM

cultural resource management

DNR

Department of Natural Resources

NEPA

National Environmental Policy Act

NHPA

National Historic Preservation Act

NRM

natural resource management

TCK

Traditional Cultural Knowledge

TCP

Tradition Cultural Property

TEK

Traditional Ecological Knowledge
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